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ABSTRACT 
 
 
REPRESENTING ABSENCE AND THE ABSENT ONE:  
REMEMBERING AND LONGING THROUGH  
MOURNING PHOTOGRAPHY  
 
Aytemiz, Pelin 
Ph.D., Department of Art, Design and Architecture 
Supervisor: Asst. Prof. Dr. Dilek Kaya 
 
August 2013 
 
 
Exploring different practices of photographing / representing the dead, this 
dissertation, deals with the question how the deceased loved ones are remembered 
and longed for through photography in the context of family. Approaching mourning 
as a long-term experience in the life of mourners, the primary objective of this 
dissertation is to analyze the alterations of the absence/presence of the mourned one 
in mourning photography, using photographs found from archives and antique 
markets as primary source material. In the light of the critical literature on 
photography, studies of material culture and memory in relation to photography and 
classical and contemporary mourning studies, this dissertation aims to expand the 
parameters of the discussion on the relationship between different types of 
photography and mourning, remembering, longing for, and bidding farewell to the 
dead and to refine a new area of study concerning death photography in Turkey. 
 
Keywords: Death, Dead Body, Mourning, Photography, Post-mortem Photography, 
Memory, Absence, Presence.  
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ÖZET 
 
 
YOKLUĞUN VE YOK OLANIN TEMSİLİ: 
YAS FOTOĞRAFLARI ARACILIĞIYLA  
HATIRLAMAK VE ÖZLEMEK  
 
Aytemiz, Pelin 
Doktora, Sanat, Tasarım ve Mimarlık Bölümü 
Tez Yöneticisi: Yrd. Doç. Dr. Dilek Kaya 
 
Ağustos 2013 
 
 
Fotoğraflanan ölünün farklı temsillerini araştıran bu tez, kaybedilen yakının aile 
bağlamında fotoğraf aracılığı ile nasıl hatırlandığı ve özlendiği sorusu üzerinde 
durur. Yas kavramına, yas tutanın hayatındaki uzun soluklu bir deneyim olarak 
yaklaşan bu tezin temel amacı, yas fotoğraflarında temsil edilen kişinin farklılaşan 
varlık/yokluk hallerini, temel kaynak olarak arşivlerden ve çeşitli antika 
pazarlarından bulunan fotoğrafları kullanarak analiz etmektir. Fotoğraf üzerine olan 
eleştirel kuram, maddi kültür, hafıza çalışmaları ve geleneksel / çağdaş yas kuramları 
ışığı altında şekillenen bu tez, farklı fotoğraf tipleri ve çeşitli yas tutma, hatırlama, 
özleme ve ölünün uğurlanmasına dayanan tartışma alanlarını genişletmeyi ve 
Türkiye’deki ölü fotoğrafları ile ilişkili yeni bir çalışma alanı tanımlamayı 
amaçlamaktadır.  
 
 
 
Anahtar kelimeler: Ölüm, Ölü Beden, Yas, Fotoğraf, Post-mortem Fotoğrafçılık, 
Hafıza, Varlık, Yokluk.  
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CHAPTER 1 
 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
 
1.1 Objective of the Study 
 
Exploring different practices of photographing / representing the dead, this 
dissertation, in general, deals with the question how the deceased loved ones are 
remembered and longed for through photography in the context of family. The 
dissertation attempts to identify and conceptualize how photography is used as a tool 
for grieving and considers the different ways in which loss is (re)constructed in 
mourning photography. 
 
The term “mourning” commonly used to denote culturally coded public displays of 
one’s grief over the death of someone. It is a way for public communication that 
includes particular rituals that varies between cultures (such as; wearing black 
mourning dress, withdrawal from social events and so on.). According to Therese 
 2 
Rando (2013) the term not only refers only to such kind of a specific time period 
where signs of grief is expressed culturally, but also it is often used interchangeably 
with terms “grief” and “bereavement” which expresses a more subjective and 
personal response to death. In this sense, this dissertation discusses mourning,  “as a 
distinct phenomenon that is stimulated by the experience of loss” and focuses its 
multifaceted emotional personal aspect (Rando, 2013). The operational definition of 
“mourning photography” in this dissertation is based on contemporary mourning 
theories, which differ from the Classical mourning theories influenced by a Freudian 
perspective. The Classical theory of mourning views mourning as an emotional 
process that should come to an end by the mourner’s emotional detachment from the 
lost object (deceased) and reattachment to a substitute object in order to avoid 
pathological melancholic outcomes (Freud, 1917; Abraham and Torok, 1972). On 
the other hand, Contemporary mourning theories developed in the 1990’s, argue that 
mourners do not necessarily detach and relinquish their bonds with the deceased, 
rather they find ways to incorporate them into their lives (Klass and et al., 1996; 
Walter, 1996; Attig, 2002; Neimeyer and et al., 2006). In contrast to the traditional 
“letting go” of the dead understanding, new models of mourning defend “continuing 
bonds” with the dead. Jenny Hockey and Janet Draper (2005: 43) argue that the new 
approach to mourning affirms the deceased’s social identity in the absence of his/her 
physical body. For them, the demise of the body is not necessarily an obstacle to 
continuing social participation. The goal of keeping the deceased alive through 
maintaining contact with them is exemplified in practices of “continuing to celebrate 
birthdays and anniversaries, commemorating death days, talking about and 
constructing narratives about the life of the dead person” (Godel, 2007: 258). As 
Hallam, Hockey and Howard remark (1999:16-17), “Dead children ‘grow up’ via the 
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birthday celebrations of their parents, and dead parents, in turn, continue to shape the 
lives of their surviving children. At times the dead become ‘embodied’ through the 
materialization of a spirit or ‘ghost’.” According to a research on deceased children 
(Riches and Dawson, 1998), photographs and other artifacts are used as “social 
props” and “objects of discourse” by parents in order to sustain both their dead 
children’s social presence and their parental identities in the absence of the body. In 
this sense, photography is a rich memory tool used to meditate on the deceased and 
give the deceased a peculiar kind of embodiment. Departing from these new 
approaches, instead of limiting “mourning photography” to images that are produced 
right after the death of the loved one in a discrete period of grief (like the classical 
Victorian post-mortem photograph1 that revolve around the dead body, or funeral 
imagery), this dissertation defines mourning photography as various kinds of 
photographic constructions of the deceased (images both taken before and after 
death) that allow the mourner to sustain the relationship with the dead even after the 
demise of the physical body. T. Walter (1996) introduced the “biographical model” 
that emphasizes the need to talk about the deceased through constructing narration 
about them that makes their memory a part of the mourner’s life. For Walter (1996: 
7)  
The purpose of grief is therefore the construction of a durable biography that 
enables the living to integrate the memory of the dead into their ongoing 
lives; the process by which this is achieved is principally conversation with 
others who knew the deceased.   
 
Following this new understanding, mourning photographs analyzed in this 
dissertation are images of the deceased, which are able to create a “durable” dialogue 
between the living and the dead that evolve through grief practices and 
commemoration for an extended period of time. Mourning photographs, which can 
                                                
1 Post-mortem photography was a popular visual tradition in 19th North America and Western Europe, 
where a photograph of the deceased was taken as an expression of grief. 
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be regarded as materialized grief, are included in family collections to be 
contemplated in the long term of mourning. According to Hallam and et al. (1999: 
35) 
Photographic images were used to record the end of life but also to overcome 
this end in that they provided the dead with the visible presence within 
domestic spaces. The physical features of particular family members were 
preserved, thereby providing a means by which a person was held within 
view and incorporated into the continuing life histories of relatives. 
 
In this sense, mourning photographs incorporated in the daily lives of the mourners, 
whether picture the deceased body or not, can be regarded as a narrative 
reconstructions of the dead one’s history. 
 
Approaching mourning as a long-term experience in the life of mourners, the 
primary objective of this dissertation is to analyze the alterations of the 
absence/presence of the mourned one in mourning photography, using photographs 
found from archives and antique markets as primary source material. Thereby, the 
study attempts to contribute to the conceptualization of the presence/absence of the 
already absent one who was once present, in the critical literature on photography.   
 
What distinguishes an ordinary family photograph from a mourning image? The 
answer lies in the condition of the referent in reality. When the referent dies, his/her 
ordinary family photography can gain an additional value, meaning and could 
became a mourning image. Mourning photographs lack their pair/reflection in the 
real world. Literally, if the photograph is the shadow of the real person, mourning 
photographs are the shadows of the non-existing. It is as if one’s shadow continues to 
cast on, even though s/he is not blocking the light source anymore. The subject that 
the image refers to does not exist and what it represents is not accessible or available 
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any longer. To put it differently, what marks mourning photographs is the “presence 
of the absence” (Bille, et al. 2010: 4). For Mikkel Bille et al. (2010: 4), there is a 
paradoxical relation among the terms presence and absence. For them these two 
terms 
  inherently depend on one another for their significance to be fully realized 
 and even conceptualized. […] A phenomenon may have a powerful presence 
 in people's lives precisely because of their absence: a paradox that we refer 
 to as “the presence of absence”.  
 
Such a reading of “the presence of absence” can be found in every single 
photographic image, as all photographs are already separated from their original 
temporality immediately after they are taken. One can claim that each photograph 
may act as an indicator of absence in several abstract ways. However, since the 
beholder (especially the ones that do not consume the image with concerns of 
longing) may not always recognize and may disregard these nuances, the image will 
not provide an account of longing and mourning. What makes the absence in 
mourning photographs so visible, is the gaze of the mourner. The mourner 
acknowledges the absence in an image since s/he is in bereavement and is after the 
lost presence. Therefore, the lost ones’ photographic presence in the frame, 
paradoxically cannot be perceived without recalling his/her absence in reality. In this 
sense, the precise purpose of this dissertation is to provide an account of mourning 
through photographical constructions, by considering them as meditations of the 
mourner on the oscillation of the presence/absence of the deceased. Bille and et al. 
(2010: 3), referring to amputated phantom limbs and the pain they cause even though 
they are materially absent, remark that “In the social realm, too, people experience 
‘phantom pains’ in the form of sensing the presence of people, places and things that 
have been obliterated, lost, missing or missed, or that have not yet materialized.” 
Among these various “phantom pains,” this dissertation focuses on the absence of 
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the deceased that constitutes a gap in the life of the mourner and how s/he is 
ideationally “sensed” as present through photography.  
 
The retouched and inscribed photograph shown in Figure 1.1 is rich in matters this 
dissertation is primarily interested in. This mourning photograph2 is a multilayered 
cultural text that displays the lasting relationship between the deceased and the 
bereaved, despite the break caused by death. By displaying bereavement in a 
cemetery dating back to 06.07.1926, this image presents incorporation of different 
kinds of absences and presences. The tombstone, reads Trabzonlu İbrahim in 
Ottoman Turkish. The portrait image on the top right - probably belonging to Mr. 
İbrahim - is added later to the photograph. This added portrait is juxtaposed with an 
image of lifebuoy. As Mr. İbrahim is originating from Trabzon, a coastal city, one 
can speculate that the lifebuoy framing his portrait is used either to indicate his death 
in a probable maritime accident, or as a symbol of his membership to the naval 
community. These personal details might be read as an attempt of the mourner to 
construct a “durable biography” for the absent one (Walter, 1996: 7). 
 
Mr. İbrahim’s dead body is actually not absent in the image. It is only not visible as 
his deceased body is covered with earth. Although he is not physically visible as in 
the case of traditional post-mortem photography, his presence and the pain of his 
absence are emphasized several times in the image. He is not only present in the text 
written on the gravestone, but also made visible by the inclusion of the extra portrait 
of him.  
                                                
2 This dispossessed mourning image is encountered during the archival study and purchased from the 
online store www.gittigidiyor.com. 
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Figure 1.1 The front and back of a modified and inscribed memorial 
photograph, dated 06.07.1926. (Author’s private collection) 
 
The direction of the gaze of the man sitting by the graveside invites the viewer to 
acknowledge Mr. İbrahim’s grave and thus his death. His folded hands work as a 
way to illustrate his respect. He is as if in dialogue with Mr. İbrahim. At the backside 
of the photograph, we get a hint of what he could be saying. The mourner described 
his feelings with the photograph in these words: “Bedbaht eder hayat, cihan eyler 
muhabet, nefesindeki hatırasının hayaliyle meşgul bir anda perişanım!” (“In my life 
without him, I am so miserable and preoccupied with the haunting memories of love 
and affection, and recalling his life and death”.) For him, this image is an evidence of 
his miserable state (“berat-ı perişan”). This mourning photograph can be read as the 
mourner’s efforts to save the deceased’s memory, and a confirmation of the fact that 
he remembers him. Coupled with the inscription, the body language and the costume 
of the mourner as well as the added modified portrait of Mr. İbrahim, this layered 
mourning photograph involves theatricality that one can observe in Victorian post-
mortem photography. Mr. İbrahim's real dead body hidden under the grave, his 
figurative body seen in the photographic representation, the subject at the graveside 
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expressing his misery about the loss with a text, all work together. All these facets 
make this image a curious representation that opens up various questions regarding 
the absence and presence of the deceased one, in a mourning photograph.  
 
 
1.2 Signification of the Study 
 
Debates about absence and presence are not novel. It has been especially discussed in 
existential philosophy. For instance, in Soren Kierkegaard's writings, longing is 
understood as a symptom of absence in that when the desired object/person is 
obtained, that particular longing will come to an end. On the other hand, philosopher 
Patrick Fuery (as cited in Billie et al. 2010: 5), argues that there are two kinds of 
absences: primary absence; that is “absence in itself” and secondary absence; which 
is defined in relation with presence. Jean Paul Sarte also explores absence in his 
writings. According to Billie et al. (2010: 5), for Sarte, “directing attention to 
something absent, makes present things and people disappear.” Along with the same 
perspective Drew Leder argues that one’s body may disappear; that is to say not 
appear, when the attention is given to the realm outside of the body itself. The body 
disappears from consciousness (Billie et al., 2010: 4-6). Discussions on philosophies 
of absence have also been carried out in material culture studies. The recent 
compilation An Anthropology of Absence: Materializations of Transcendence and 
Loss (Billie et al., 2010) situates absence in everyday life practices questioning the 
boundaries between the material and immaterial and claims that the “presence of 
absence” goes beyond the material, representation and meaning.  
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Photography has a special place in material culture, as it is a paradoxical technology. 
On the one hand, it transforms the material into light and shadow. On the other hand, 
it gives materiality to the intangible (as in a lost moment, or a lost one). In critical 
literature on photography, the photograph’s materiality and discussions revolving 
around absence and presence have also been acknowledged, but have remained more 
peripheral. There are not many texts that take up these concepts as their main focus. 
The idea that there might be different kinds of absences/presences inherent in a 
photograph seems to have been overlooked and has not been approached thoroughly. 
Mourning photography, by involving an already absent referent, is a peculiar genre 
in that the tensions of absence/presence become more evident. This dissertation 
acknowledges that mourning photography has a significantly more complicated 
structure than has been previously assumed in critical literature regarding 
absence/presence of the mourned one. Thus, by providing a detailed discussion on 
various kinds of mourning photographs, this dissertation aims to contribute to the 
literature on photography in two ways: First of all, the incidental sample of 
dispossessed photographs presented in the dissertation can be regarded as the 
empirical contribution of this work in shedding light to unique materials for history 
of photography in Turkey. In this respect, this  dissertation attempts to define and 
refine an unmapped and obscure territory by bringing to light novel materials, which 
have not been previously acknowledged within the framework of mourning 
photography. Moreover, it attempts to conceptualize this material by mapping and 
categorizing different kinds of absence/presence of the mourned one and it refines a 
new area of study concerning death photography in Turkey. 
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The second contribution is a theoretical one. In the light of the critical literature on 
photography, an analysis of the primary source material provides the reader an 
alternative view of mourning photographs within different practices and contexts. By 
utilizing contemporary mourning theories, this dissertation contributes to the critical 
literature on photography, in filling the gap on a deeper and extended discussion of 
presence/absence in mourning photography. At the same time, it conceptually 
broadens the limits of the genre of traditional mourning photography.  
 
The theoretical contribution of the dissertation could also be described in connection 
with the discussion on absence/presence that is related to the ongoing discussions of 
social identity of the deceased. According to the arguments raised in Elizabeth 
Hallam, Jenny Hockey and Glennys Howard’s Beyond the Body Death and Social 
Identity (1999), the relationship between the body and self may not be as straight as 
many western social ideals suggests. Not every “body” that dies loses its total 
presence in the social sphere. The deceased one might gain a vital and influential 
social presence in the life of the ones that survive. Continuing bonds perspective of 
recent mourning theories encourage mourners to make the deceased possible to 
remain socially alive after bodily demise. This dissertation, by focusing on the 
absence/presence oscillations of the mourned one in the photographic frame, 
acknowledges his/her pervasive disembodied social presence. Hallam and et al. 
(1999) problematize the dominant theories of the body, which regard the ‘body’ as a 
finite container of self and ‘mind’ as the locus of social being. For them such an 
understanding of the body is very much localized and insufficient to answer issues 
around identity construction. They argue that there is a need for a new theoretical 
approach. They describe (1999: 11) the desired stance as situating “itself at and 
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beyond the body’s material boundaries, so engaging with those who have no body or 
who are nobody”. Via concentrating on bodies that are at crisis (the dead, the dying 
and the decomposing bodies), these scholars (1999: 12) attempt to challenge the 
assumed opposition between life and death and related dichotomies between “body 
and mind; inner body and outer body; self and other; corpse and sprit; magic and 
science; pre-modern and modern; illusion and reality; fixity and process; connection 
and disconnection; proximity and distance” by regarding them as historical and 
cultural constructs. In this sense, this dissertation could also be regarded as a study of 
representations picturing “a body in crisis”, in that it looks at various representations 
of the dying and the dead. By presenting conceptualizations of presence and absence, 
this dissertation also challenges mainstream and current claims that a social being 
can only be possible through embodiment. Hallam and et al. (1999:18) criticizes the 
traditional social theories of the body -that reflects the ideas of dominant groups and 
institutions- which disavow such a presence of the deceased. The photographic 
material conceptualized in this research suggests the opposite and displays that social 
presence may still continue in the absence of the mourned one. Hallam and et al. 
(1999:16) describe such a presence as a “post-mortal social identity” that connects 
the mourner with the dead. In parallel with the discussions of these scholars, the 
primary source material of this research shows that the traditional idealization of the 
“let go of the dead” have failed and the dead found a way into the everyday 
practices. In this theoretical orientation, this research might be described as 
providing an extended discussion on how the mourner maintains the social presence 
of the deceased through various mourning photography practices. 
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1.3 Overview of Methodology 
 
To produce an analysis of mourning through photography one can refer to one’s own 
personal experiences in the face of the death of a close one, or the experience of 
others about their way of coping with loss that is coupled with photography. 
Although the main focus of attention of this dissertation is the representation of the 
deceased, s/he is always beyond reach, out of contact. Who might be available is the 
mourner that is present along with the dead in the photographic space. But the 
purpose of this dissertation is not simply to provide an account of mourning from the 
perspective of the mourner3 but rather to study the nature of mourning photography 
and the way it questions absence and presence of the deceased in an image. This is 
done by a qualitative and critical analysis of various types of incidental sample of 
dispossessed mourning photographs that have been gathered through an archival 
study.  
 
The research initially started with an investigation of the existence and non-existence 
of post-mortem photography -which can be regarded as the main genre of the 
traditional mourning photography- produced in Turkey. Then it arrived at a mapping 
of photographs of the dead and different historical and contemporary practices of 
mourning through photography.4 The main corpus of the photographs has been 
collected from seven different formal photography archives and from several antique 
markets, flea markets, and secondhand bookstores situated in İstanbul and Ankara. 
                                                
3 The dissertation when appropriate and available utilizes the accounts of the mourner, especially 
when analyzing some in the form of textual expression encountered in the backside of photographs. 
 
4 Details of the methodology, fieldwork, archival study and the mapping of the photographs can be 
found in Chapter 2 titled “Methodology and the Conceptual Journey of the Research”. 
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The collections of ephemera sellers that are situated in Turkey have been accessed 
through online shopping sites, mainly from gittigidiyor.com. Examples of early 
Victorian post-mortem and memorial photographs were accessed essentially from the 
digital database of Thanatos Archive located in Washington DC (thanatos.net). In 
other words, when necessary, this research makes use of dispossessed photographs 
both from Turkish and out of the Turkish context. Therefore, although the majority 
of the materials studied originate from Turkey, the overall material is not limited to 
this country. 
 
Different photography exhibitions (Dynasty and Camera, Sadberk Hanım Museum, 
8.01.2011 - 24.04.2011 and Foto Galatasaray by Tayfun Serttaş, Salt Beyoğlu 
22.11.2011-22.01.2012) were considered and photography books compiling 
important collections (such as Burns Archive and Archive of Ömer Koç compiled by 
Bahattin Öztuncay) were used. In different stages of the research, face-to-face and 
online interviews were conducted as complementary sources. Nine face-to-face 
interviews with old established photo studio owners in Ankara were conducted in 
January 2009 when tracking whether there is a practice of photographing the dead in 
Turkey. Face to face in-depth interviews with key ephemera collectors/writers 
[Bahattin Öztuncay and Edhem Eldem, who have both researched the issue of death 
and photography, Halil Bingöl (second-hand bookseller and ephemera collector), and 
Şükrü Melek (ephemera collector)] have been conducted. An interview with the 
photography artist and gallery owner İbrahim Demirel, who has taken a unique 
contemporary post-mortem photograph in Turkey, has been conducted too.  
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During the archival research, various kinds of death-related photographs were 
gathered. But by defining its primary material as ordinary private mourning 
photographs produced as a part of daily life practices, this research excludes images 
of the dead out of the context of family such as the photographs originating from 
contexts such as war, forensics, disasters, and so on, which have news value.5 The 
photographs that are the interest of this dissertation could be in the sphere of 
vernacular photography (which is also closely related to found photography) defined 
by Geoffrey Batchen (2010) which refers to images of everyday life belonging to 
domestic sphere photographed in an amateur way. They are home-made productions 
which is clearly apart from art-photographs. However, still, the material this 
dissertation explores -the mourning photographs- is vast and very different in nature. 
In this sense, to determine whether the photograph was an ordinary family 
photograph or whether it included any reference or construction that was 
commenting on death and dying was not that obvious. As Diana Arbus once said, 
“Photograph is a secret about a secret” (as cited in Sontag, 1979). Departing from 
Arbus’s comment, the object of inquiry of this dissertation might be phrased as 
having an agenda with the dispossessed family photographs that include a relation 
and a sacred communication between the mourner and the photograph of the 
mourned. In the core of all these various constructions is a similar secret and tension 
about the vague, intangible, and hard to define status of the deceased. Whether the 
photograph includes the real dead body of the deceased or a casket from a funeral 
set-up, or only a symbolic representation or a text commenting on death, the meaning 
attributed to the deceased always includes a tension relating to his/her 
                                                
5 The findings of the archival study and the reasons for excluding some photographs can be found in 
detail in Chapter 2.  
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presence/absence. Their “being dead” 6  is always escaping to be framed. The 
deceased’s ephemeral presence might include feelings that are hard to define, 
longing that is hard to express, or might create disturbance that is hard to localize for 
the mourner. Such photographs -which might be defined as dispossessed mourning 
photographs that construct loss by visually narrating the mourner’s grief- are the 
focus of attention of this dissertation. The concerns developed regarding these 
photographs are approached by making use of key critical literature on photography 
(i.e., Bazin, 1960; Sontag, 1979; Berger, 1980; Burns, 1990; Bourdieu, 1990; Tagg, 
1993; Silverman, 1996; Cadava, 1998; Ruby, 1995; Barthes, 2000; Batchen, 2002, 
2004, Mitchell, 2002 and Kaplan, 2010); studies on memory related to photography 
(i.e., Spence, 1988; Proust, 2005; Hirsch, 1999, 2002; Kuhn, 2002; Steward, 2003 
and Prosser, 2005); studies of material culture in relation to photography (i.e., 
Howard, 1999; Edwards, 1999, 2006; Hallam and Hockney, 2001; Steward, 2003; 
Parrott, 2010); and classical (i.e., Freud, 1916,1917,1920 and Abraham and Torok, 
1972) and contemporary mourning studies (i.e., Klas and et al., 1996; Walter, 1996; 
Attig, 2002; Neimeyer and et. al., 2006). 
 
In the light of the literature on photography, memory, mourning, and material 
culture, the dissertation asks: a) what are the different kinds of absence and presence 
inherent in mourning photography? b) how the lost/absent one is maintained as 
present in a continuing relationship with the mourner through the image and c) why 
might the mourner use different ways to express/represent longing and mourning? 
Overall, a close analysis of the primary source material - some of which may not 
have been considered before within the framework of mourning- will not only 
                                                
6 According to Diana Fuss (2003: 2), “being dead” is a phrase that includes an intense oxymoron since 
“‘being dead’ annihilates the very possibility of ‘being’ as such.”  
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provide the reader an expanded view of mourning and memorial photographs, but 
also provide a broader conceptualization of presence/absence in photography by 
providing a space for questioning the “being” and “non-being” of the deceased in 
mourning photography. Although absence and presence might appear to be binary 
oppositions, in this dissertation they are regarded as closely interrelated phenomena 
that appear in complex forms within the photographic space. Thus, following 
Algirdas Greimas’s semiotic square as an analytical tool, the concepts of absence 
and presence are approached through a study of their multiple structures instead of 
regarding absence and presence in mourning photography as antonyms. Greimasian 
logic is applied to the photographic material in order to discuss the various tensions 
of presence/absence regarding temporal and spatial issues. By exploring the 
boundaries of these conceptual categories, this dissertation attempts to extend the 
limits of the traditional genre of post-mortem photography and broadens it 
conceptually. In this context, derived from the related photographs, a typology is 
developed and the main corpus of the material is discussed in four main parts 
utilizing Greimasian structure: “Photographs of the Living”, “Photographs of the 
Liminal”, “Photographs of the Dead” and “Photographs of the Objects: Symbolic 
Representations”. 
 
 
1.4 Limitations 
 
This dissertation mainly bases itself on ordinary family photographs emerging from a 
range of different cultural backgrounds that are available in the archives or antique 
markets in Turkey. It also makes use of some classical mourning photographs 
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belonging to the Victorian era produced in Western Europe and North America in 
order to trace the origins of the practice. The corpus of photographic examples 
produces, modifies, uses, or includes comments with concerns related to death and 
the mourned and longed-for deceased. They belong to different socio-economic 
realms, temporal realities and practices, and cannot be easily reduced to a definite, 
limited context. Some photographs are an outcome of a systematic cultural ritual 
(e.g., funeral photography); some are a part of a popular practice that is produced in a 
specific period (e.g., texted photographs, spirit photographs); some are very rare and 
unique examples that belong to non-Muslim groups living in Turkey (e.g., post-
mortem photographs); and some might be regarded as interpretations and variations 
of mourning photographs produced creatively as personal expression of grief. There 
are also photographs that are not produced with the intention to be used as mourning 
photographs but gained such a value later on. Thus one can say that, the experience 
gained in the formal archives and antique markets proved that the material in hand is 
very complex in nature, have methodological problems which creates an ahistorical 
feeling and not all photographs of the dead that were located properly relate to 
mourning photography, which post-mortem photography is a part of. Having 
discussed such a variety of images, this dissertation might seem to be covering a wide 
subject, as photography by default is about death and loss in critical theory. In this 
respect, acknowledging these problems, one should note that this dissertation attempts 
to define and refine an unmapped and obscure territory by bringing to light novel 
materials with an exploratory attitude in a largely new area of study in Turkish 
context. Based on what is available at the moment and what is possible within the 
current archival conditions in Turkey, (which is in detail discussed in Chapter 2) this 
dissertation attempts to interpret the photographs through the signs they bear on their 
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surface as soundly as possible. The author could not find any option other than taking 
that risk of sounding speculative. Therefore, this dissertation does not claim to be the 
final word on mourning photography in Turkey, nor does it claim that the sample of 
photographs used fully represents the whole genre. But, believing that formulating 
questions or preparing the ground to formulate new questions is as significant as 
providing the answers, it defines death photography in Turkey as a new area of study 
and develops arguments and questions that can be debated in the future.  By focusing 
on a theme that has been rendered invisible or marginalized both in Muslim Turkish 
culture and in Turkish archives, and bringing together a variety of dispossessed death 
and mourning photographs from alternative sources, this dissertation seeks to shed 
some light on a promising study area.  
 
Acknowledging the shortcomings of the material, one can argue that the scope of the 
dissertation is limited to amateur and professional, analogue “mourning and 
memorial photographs” (where death and the dead are an intrinsic part of them), that 
include a construction about death of the loved one. Moreover, since it might be 
wrong to approach every death-related photograph as an expression of mourning - 
because not all expositions of the dead body can be considered as such- this 
dissertation bases itself on deliberate visual constructions, literary photo portraits, 
and photo-modifications of grief and remembrance of the deceased. Despite 
variations of time and socio-cultural context, this corpus of photographs has an 
important common point: the desire to represent or hold on to what is now absent. 
They are marked with the absent (as a physical manifestation) and absence (as a 
notion). This absence/absent can be read in two ways. First of all, as all these images 
are in the context of mourning, the referent in the photographic frame is absent in 
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reality for the mourner. The mourned one is by default absent. Their death is the very 
first reason of producing such memorial images. Secondly, since all the materials 
that are used in this dissertation are obtained either from archives, antique markets or 
online auction sites, for the researcher, not only the referent, but also the mourner is 
absent. The mourning images belonging to a historical time, found in antique 
markets and archives, are not only about the death of the referent, but also about the 
death of the mourner/possessor since they are dispossessed artifacts which have been 
expelled from their original private context and domain and have regained a public 
and meta value as a collection item sold in the market or displayed in an archive. 
Even though the mourner is not available in most of the cases, in some cases, 
particularly in texted photographs, their voice is present to some extent. By defining 
the back side of ordinary photographs -that have a lamentation or a text that includes 
the fear of being forgotten or desire for immortality (as in Figure 1.1)- as a part of its 
primary material, this dissertation also when necessary, lends an ear to the dead 
author who is commenting either on his own future death or the death of the loved 
one. In this sense, this dissertation reconstructs the “voice” of the mourner based on 
mourning photographs that are in hand. 
 
 
1.5 Overview of the Chapters 
 
Chapter Two narrates the journey of the author in finding the archival photographic 
material and frames the methodological problems encountered in the field. It presents 
the photographs found during the archival research by making a distinction between 
photographs of the dead and post-mortem mourning photographs. By acknowledging 
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photographic constructions as alterations of post-mortem photography, this chapter 
defines its primary research material as “mourning photographs”, excluding 
photographs of the dead that belong to contexts such as war, capital punishment, 
forensics, medical education, and natural disasters. It argues that although there was 
religious aversion to representational arts and a taboo about the visual depiction of 
the deceased, photographs of the dead were indeed taken in Turkey in the late 1800s 
and early 1900s, the period when the practice of taking post-mortem photographs 
began and became popular in the West. It reflects the researcher’s experience in the 
field and determines the primary material in detail leaving the analysis of the 
materials to Chapter Four. 
 
Chapter Three presents the theoretical and conceptual framework of the study via 
situating photography in memorial and mourning practices within the critical 
literature on photography, material culture and studies regarding memory, mourning 
and melancholia. The chapter starts with a general overview of the discussion of 
absence/presence regarding visual representation in general, and discusses prior 
examples of memory devices preceding photography. The purpose of this chapter is 
to argue that photography - because of its intimate relation with its referent, its 
indexical, relic quality and its tactile materiality- is a peculiar medium of 
representation that is used as a mourning object which is able to fill in the absence of 
the deceased and metaphorically replace the actual absent body by creating a sense 
of “pseudo-presence” (Sontag, 1979: 16). This is followed by a discussion of the 
following questions: Does the mourner really “remember” the absent one or not? 
Does photography surely fix and secure the memory of the lost one? In order to 
answer these questions, the chapter looks at the tensions among photography and 
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memory and focus on contradicting approaches. The chapter concludes by presenting 
alternative perspectives on traditional mourning theory (debates on contemporary 
mourning theories) in which photography is seen not as a surrogate memory, but 
rather as an evidence for accepting the absence/loss of the loved one. 
 
Chapter Four deals in detail with the examples of photographic constructions of 
mourning and longing. After giving an account of the absence/presence discussion 
on photography in recent critical writing, the chapter claims that there is an 
extraordinary kind of absence/presence relation in mourning photography and each 
genre of images entails different kinds of absence and presence. Using Greimasian 
Semiotic Square, different states of absence/presence are conceptualized. Overall, the 
chapter attempts to demonstrate the existence of distinctive pictorial conventions and 
practices that stimulate various dialogues between the departed and the mourner 
revealing different natures of presences/absences. The resulting typology derived 
from the photographic material allows one to see that in the extended understanding 
of mourning, absence is aligned not with death, but with the loss of memory.  
 
The Final Chapter, summons up the main arguments raised in the dissertation. 
Moreover, by focusing on the term “post-mortem” and the prefix “post-”, it argues 
that this dissertation extended the limits of the traditional genre of post-mortem 
photography and broadened it conceptually. The chapter concludes by asking, 
despite all these examples of mourning images, whether or not photography can 
capture and represent the dead. This leads to a discussion of the impossibility of 
representation. 
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CHAPTER 2 
 
 
METHODOLOGY AND THE CONCEPTUAL JOURNEY OF THE 
RESEARCH 
 
 
 
This section combines two related objectives of the research. First one is to tell the 
journey of this research in finding the archival photographic material in Turkey that 
corresponds to the traditional post-mortem and mourning photography tradition. It not 
only gives an overview of the archives, antique markets and collections and related 
methodological problems encountered in the field, but also makes use of the 
impressions and the interviews conducted in the field. It allows for a discussion of the 
conceptual journey of the research in assessing the very nature of post-mortem 
photography in detail and its variations.  
 
The second objective of this section is to map the collected materials of photographs 
of the dead in Turkey, in the late 1800s and early 1900s, the period when the practice 
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of taking post-mortem photographs began and became popular in the West and to 
define the borders of the primary material. Focusing on the incidental sample of 
dispossessed photographs collected from the archives and antique markets, the 
chapter attempts to define them in more detail than has previously been achieved and 
to refine a new area of study concerning death photography in Turkey. It argues that 
although there was religious aversion to representational arts and a taboo about the 
visual depiction of the deceased, photographs of the dead were indeed taken in 
Turkey. Moreover, the chapter suggests that despite the absence of post-mortem 
photography in its classical Victorian sense, alternative practices of photographically 
depicting and mourning the absence of the beloved dead were present. The chapter 
concludes with defining the borders of the available material by drawing the 
framework of the dissertation. 
 
Starting from the 1840s with the invention of daguerreotype technology, taking the 
picture of the deceased as a form of family farewell became a popular practice of 
mourning and memorialization especially in the Victorian Era of North America and 
Western Europe (Burns, 1990; Ruby, 1995; Batchen, 2004 and Linkman, 2011). 
Photography replaced previous ways of securing the memory of the deceased such as 
posthumous paintings and dead-masks. Yet, post-mortem photographs are 
discursively absent in the history of photography in Muslim-majority Turkey. The 
absence of post-mortem photography as a popular visual practice in Turkey might be 
partially due to religious restrictions on images in a Muslim context. Despite the 
differences in various regions, periods and theological explanations, in Islam there 
has been a restrained attitude towards representational arts such as drawing and 
portraits, as well as idols and sculptures. Annemarie Schimmel (as cited in Larsson 
 24 
2001, 53) argues that this attitude is “basically in tune with the stark monotheistic 
doctrine that there is no creator but God: to produce a likeness of anything might be 
interpreted as an illicit arrogation of the divine creative power by humans”. In 
addition to the popular Muslim aversion to image making, perhaps perceived as an 
imitation of God’s act of creation, in Turkey photographic technology met resistance 
because it was first introduced by non-Muslim communities living in İstanbul, and 
thus those who kept images were accused of imitating the “unbelievers” (Göran 
Larsson 2001, 56). Nevertheless photography, namely portrait photography, 
gradually became popular among the Ottoman royal dynasty and reached a climax 
during Sultan Abdülaziz’s reign (he came to the throne in 1861) (Öztuncay 2005, 
260). Yet, taking photographs of dead loved ones remained a marginal act among the 
Muslim population.  
 
One of the rare sources that discuss post-mortem photography in relation to Turkish 
culture is Öztuncay’s 2003 article entitled “Post-mortem Fotoğraflar.” For him, 
although post-mortem photography was a common genre in 19th century Europe and 
America, the examples that are produced during the Ottoman Empire in İstanbul are 
extremely rare. For Bahattin Öztuncay, the lack of the customized practice of 
expressing mourning via taking the photograph of the deceased was even an unusual 
deed for the non-Muslim community.7 For him (2003: 67); “the fact that it was a rare 
occasion for even living persons being photographed in the Muslim society of the 
period, makes the impossibility of the dead being photographed self evident.”8 Also 
                                                
7 Interview with Öztuncay (4.04.2011 Arter: Space for Art, Beyoğlu, İstanbul.) 
 
8 Translated from the original work by the author 
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Edhem Eldem, (2005: 256) further explains the reasons why there is no example of 
post-mortem photographs in the Turkish Muslim community as follows: 
Although the rule that forbids portrayal is violated, the Islamic traditions of 
burial was strictly followed, in which the body of the deceased without being 
exhibited is immediately washed, enshrouded and buried right away. 
Therefore, there is nothing surprising about not finding any single example of 
post-mortem photograph in a Muslim Society.  
 
 
These brief studies conclude that, it is not likely to find any post-mortem 
photographs in Turkey as an example of a common and popular practice and the ones 
that are available belong to the minorities. Depending on Öztuncay’s and Eldem’s 
preliminary works, the research started with the purpose of investigating the presence 
or absence of the post-mortem photography tradition within the domain of the family 
in Turkey. Below is a discussion of dead-ends in finding the materials, which guided 
the research to peculiar conceptual paths; the U-turns in the logic in assessing the 
material; and a categorization of the available photographs. 
 
 
2.1 A Walk through the Photography Studios  
 
The study started by visiting the old established photography studios in Ankara in 
order to gain firsthand information on death related photographs as a preliminary 
work before the archival research.9 The crucial question was whether any of the 
photographers had taken a picture of a dead person. It turned out that all the old 
established photographers interviewed have once in their profession life attended a 
                                                
9 I begun with a famous photography studio at Kızılay district in Ankara and proceeded with finding 
other knowledgeable photographers. Twelve well-established commercial photography studios are 
visited and nine face-to-face interviews were conducted in the studios of the photographers in Ankara 
in January 2009. All of the interviews were conducted face to face in the studio of the photographers 
and were made in Ankara; Ulus, Kızılay, Maltepe and Çankaya, in January 2009. 
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funeral in order to take the photographs of the occasion yet, for most of them, the 
body of the dead seemed to be a taboo10 to be represented. Such an attitude towards 
death dominates the discourse of the research’s interviewees. For instance, some of 
commercial studio photographers expressed that, when the funeral belonged to a 
publicly important figure, it was easier for them to take photographs as they had the 
possibility to hide behind the identity of a journalist. In such cases, the reasons to 
take death-related photographs were not questioned by the mourners as the images 
had a news value. Tahir Duman, in the business since 1970, compares and contrasts 
the reactions of the crowd to the press and commercial photographers and says: 
Ama şimdi basın olursa, basına çok şey yapılmıyor, Protokol gibi bazı 
şeylerde. Ha normal halk arasında olursa o pek şey olmuyo, hoş 
karşılanmıyor. Haber kaynaklı olursa onlar şey olmuyor da. Normalde bir 
aileye gittiğin zaman herkes garip bakıyor niye çekiliyor ne gibi filan. Hoş 
karşılanmıyor.11 
 
After this only experience Duman quitted taking photographs in the funerals as in his 
case, the gaze of the society was not approving and the experience was harsh for him. 
He says: “Tabi orda  zaten  hiç bir şey  beklemiyorsunuz [referring to people of whom 
he takes their photographs], nasıl güzel  fotoğraf  değil  de  anı resmi.”12 However for 
another photographer, Ahmet Turgut, who is surrounded by a family of 
                                                
10 Anthropologist Geoffrey Gorer (1977) famously aligned death with pornography and introduced the 
idea that there is a taboo around death in modern western societies. He argued that death has been 
gradually taken out of public domain and became the subject of medical and scientific discourse. This 
idea that death was concealed from public view was reinforced by the historian Philippe Aries, who in 
1974 argued that what marks today’s traditional ideas and feelings toward death is it’s being forbidden 
and taboo. For him (1979: 85), “death, so omnipresent in the past that it was familiar” is now effaced, 
disappeared and became shameful. Modern death became isolated by the medical industry and became 
experienced in the hospitals rather than in the private space and also the mourning rituals become 
shameful and even pathological. Discussions about death-denying individuals and societies have 
evolved. The tradition of post-mortem photography has also been affected from this shift in the 
attitudes towards death. In the modern era, the tradition of taking the dead body of the beloved to a 
photography studio in order to have a last image to ensure remembrance mostly disappeared both in 
Europe and the U.S.A (Burns, 1990; Ruby, 1995).  
 
11  Interviewed on 09.01.2009 at “Şirin Color” Ulus. See the translated quotation in Appendix 1.1. 
 
12 Interviewed on 09.01.2009 at “Şirin Color” Ulus. See the translated quotation in Appendix 1.2 
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photographers since he was 13, the case is different. He describes the way he takes 
the photographs in the funerals while following the cortege as follows: 
Tabi değişik bir deneyim. Tabi orada insanı bir hüzün kaplıyor, çekeceğin 
fotografta bile bir hüzün var, yansıması lazım zaten. İnsanlar zaten hüzünlü, 
ağır adımlarla gidiyor. Sen koşarak gidiyorsun, çekiyorsun böyle tııırtt, tııırt 
çekiyorsun tekrar, arkalarından çekiyorsun, arabayı çekiyorsun.13 
 
For him taking photographs in funerals was a common but a weird practice where he 
is there to reflect the sadness of the mourners. He comments: 
Camiden kalkardı eskiden cenazeler. Ben çok cenaze çektim. Cenaze 
çektirenler de çok olurdu. O zaman öyleydi talep geliyordu. Şimdi herkesin 
kendi makinesi var kendileri çekiyorlar. Biz cenaze resmi çok çekerdik 
zamanında güzel para da alırdık.14 
 
 
Figure 2.1 A typical funeral photograph depicting mourning relatives of the 
deceased by Foto Hikmet, Beyoğlu, 1964. (Author’s private collection)  
 
                                                
13 Interviewed on 09.01.2009 at “Büyük Fotoğrafçılık”, Maltepe. See the translated quotation in 
Appendix 1.3. 
 
14 Interviewed on 09.01.2009 at “Büyük Fotoğrafçılık”, Maltepe. See the translated quotation in 
Appendix 1.4. 
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Although there was a practice of taking photographs in funerals, the body of the dead 
seems to be a taboo to be represented. For example, Tahir Duman was hesitant 
photographing all the rituals in the funeral. When the body is seen he stopped the 
shooting. When asked if he has followed the family to the graveyard, he particularly 
adds that he did not take the photo of the body, saying: 
Evet, zaten şey, zaten mezarlıkta tören orada yapılmıştı, uzun bir mesafe 
değildi. Ama şey değil, tabutla mezara konulurken filan çekmedim. Sadece 
tören esnasında çektim.15 
 
In their discourse, it seems that to take the photograph of the funeral is to an extent 
acceptable if it represents the mourning ceremony: the farewell. But to gaze at the 
dead body via a camera is out of question. For Ahmet Turgut, what means to take the 
pictures of a funeral does not include being present in the graveyard. For him what 
matters is the cortege. In his words: “Yok mezarlığa kadar gitmedim hiç, burdan 
çıkıyordu, kortejle çekiyorduk. Önde resmi filan, anneler babalar filan arkasında...”16 
During the period when photography studios had the role of photographing all the 
important occasions of the families, 17  it was not an unusual deed to invite a 
photographer to a funeral.  
 
From the nine interviews conducted with the well-established commercial studio 
photographers in Ankara, there was not even one marginal story/memory of taking 
                                                
15 Interviewed on 09.01.2009 at “Şirin Color” Ulus, Ankara. See the translated quotation in Appendix 
1.5. 
 
16 Interviewed on 09.01.2009 at “Büyük Fotoğrafçılık”, Maltepe. See the translated quotation in 
Appendix 1.6. 
 
17 A photographer used to take all the photographs a family need to from home photographs to 
actuality photographs including every kind of celebration (23 Nisan celebrations, graduation 
photographs, circumcision feast, weddings etc). From I.D photographs to special family photographs 
that they call “Haftalık” (weekly) (they are called as “Haftalık” as they are being shot at weekends 
and given to the customer one week later). Even the photocopies and accident photographs to be given 
to insurance companies were considered as the work of these photographers. Now the domain has 
fragmented into profession areas. New fields are born like birth photography even every photographer 
is not going to weddings anymore. 
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an image of the dead or a post-mortem photograph. Yet, the post-mortem photograph 
taken by the photograph artist İbrahim Demirel in 1970 and the discussion around it 
is a peculiar one that helped me to be more skeptical about the previous findings.  
 
Figure 2.2 Post-mortem photograph by İbrahim Demirel, 1970. 
(Reprinted from Çizgen, 2004.) 
 
This photograph (Figure 2.2) captures Demirel’s uncle Mustafa right before his 
burial at a village of Malatya. It shows the face of the dead old man and a mourner 
right beside him. This image attracted the attention of many. One of them is 
painter/writer Fikret Otyam who wrote: “Siz hiç ölü, ama güzel ölü gördünüz mü? 
Öyle güzel bir ölü ki, insanı ölümden korkutmayan, yadırgatmayan bir güzel ölü!” 
(as cited in Şenyapılı). Maybe this is one of the rare interpretations regarding the 
image of a deceased as “güzel” rather than approaching it with distance and 
hesitation. Demirel continued taking images of the dead and has two other post-
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mortem photographs.18 These rare examples might be regarded as post-mortem 
photographs produced in the modern era where death is regarded as a taboo subject. 
Yet one should not disregard the gaze of the photograph artist that has a motivation 
to capture a slice of life as a document with artistic reasons. Thus, these photographs 
may not be solely regarded as mourning photographs.  
 
The general discourse of commercial studio photographers were marked with the 
idea of death as a taboo19 and to photograph it is something unthinkable especially 
among the context of family and private domain. After this preliminary research the 
pursuit continued with an archive study tracing photographic examples back to the 
19th century; to the period when the practice of taking post-mortem photographs 
began in the West. This led to the investigation of the first century of historical 
photography by focusing on the archives and antique markets in order to map 
                                                
18 One post-mortem photograph belongs to his niece Elif who was a teacher at Diyarbakır and was 
shot on the eye. Her body was brought to Malatya. On the funeral day, he has taken a post-mortem 
photograph of her dead body. The other photograph was taken at Turkmenistan. He, by chance, 
encountered a funeral cortege where the dead body was being carried without a casket. When asked to 
Demirel about the story behind these post-mortem photographs, he said that, he is the first 
photographer in Turkey who captured the image of a dead loved one. Interviewed on 09.02.2010 at 
Gallery Sanart, Ankara. 
 
19 Arguments of Geoffrey Gorer and Phillip Aries on the idea of death as a taboo have been 
questioned in the 1990’s (Baudriallard, 1993; Goodwin and Bronfen, 1993; Berridge, 2002). 
According to Dollimore (1998: 126), the ideas that claims death is a taboo or not, both fails to handle 
the complex ways in which death is visible or invisible in modern societies. He wonders whether the 
denial-of-death arguments are in fact in denial themselves or not? For Noys (2005: 3), the taboo is 
challenged with the new movement of “death liberation” and “death awareness movement” in 1990’s 
especially as an effect of AIDS and the courageous representations of death in art and media. Jean 
Baudrillard (1993) is one of the theorists that agree on the taboo quality of death in modern societies 
but in his book Symbolic Exchange and Death he argues that it is a failing effort which leaves the 
members of modern societies more uncovered and bare in front of death. He criticizes the loss of the 
sense of the reality of death. He claims that death cannot be excluded from the society and the efforts 
of culture to push the reality of death away are ineffective. The more it is denied, the more it invades 
all areas of modern culture. In this sense, although the first investigation among the commercial studio 
photographers reflected the taboo perspective on death, and although all the examples encountered 
(photographs used in funerary practices such as announcement of a death or memorial remembering 
such as ölüm ilanı, anma, mevlüt ve taziye haberi, cenaze töreni daveti) and the secondary literature 
read were all telling me the non-existence of a post-mortem photography as a popular visual 
expression in Turkey, I decided to follow Baudrillards’ (1993: 126) perspective and continued the 
research by asking whether one can find a similar practice of remembering the dead by photographing 
it in the domain of the family in Turkey.  
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photographs of the dead and ask how the dead brought back to life or disavowed in 
Turkish visual culture.   
 
 
2.2 The Dead Ends and the Dead in the Archives  
 
The essential part of the research started by the investigation of the historical 
photographs in Turkey via focusing on the formal archives, libraries, antique markets 
and on the first studios of the Ottoman Empire such as Abdullah Fréres, Kargopoulo, 
Joaillier and Sebah, Apollon, Phebus, Parnasse, Joseph and so on. Esra Danacıoğlu’s 
2001 book Traces of the Past: A Guide for History Nextdoor provided a detailed list 
of the archives in Turkey. The book was taken as a supplementary guide on planning 
the visits to archives that have a photography section. In Turkey, there are few 
archives or libraries that hold photographic collections; moreover, when collections 
exist they are not always accessible.20 Historian Oktay Özel (2012, 27) in his article 
“Arşivler Meselemiz” asked to what extent the archives of Turkey are open or close 
to the researchers. He attributes temporary closing of archive collections to the whims 
of the political will, shaped according to circumstances at the time. Even though some 
collections are theoretically available to researchers, they are in practice inaccessible 
                                                
20 Despite having a photography section, the archives that could not be visited were: Yapı Kredi Bank 
Sermet Çifter Archive (closed for inventory works), IRCICA: Research Center for Islamic History, 
Art and Culture (not open to researchers), İstanbul University Library (closed for renovation). The 
archives that I had the chance to explore and find relevant death related photographs are: Photo Film 
Archive in the Office of the Prime Minister, Directorate General of Press and Information, 
(Başbakanlık Basın Yayın ve Enformasyon Genel Müdürlüğü Foto-Film Şubesi Ankara), The Archive 
of Turkish Revolution History Institute at Ankara University Faculty of Languages, History and 
Geography (Dil Tarih Coğrafya Fakültesi İnklap Tarihi Enstitüsü Ankara), The Archive and Library 
of Turkish Red Crescent (Türk Kızılayı Kütüphane ve Arşivi, Ankara), The Ottoman Bank Archives 
and Research Center (Osmanlı Bankası Arşivi ve Araştırma Merkezi, İstanbul), and the Atatürk 
Library of İstanbul Metropolitan Municipality (İstanbul Büyükşehir Belediyesi Atatürk Kitaplığı, 
Nadir Eserler Koleksiyonu, İstanbul). 
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because of the institution’s inadequate cataloguing systems (Özel 2012, 27). Although 
some archives are well organized, catalogued and digitized, staff neither allows 
researchers direct access to the original photographs nor to the digital copies (as in the 
case of the Turkish Revolution History Institute). Browsing through titles that are 
vague and not sufficiently descriptive prevents a thorough search of the archives. 
Özel (2012: 27-28) finds it difficult to call collections structured in this way; archives 
and regarding them as depots in which the materials are hidden from the researcher. 
He also considers research requests to the archives institutions that are rejected 
without a valid reason as a way to sustain the illusion of openness without actually 
being so. An example of this can be seen in the obstacles encountered in the Archive 
of Turkish Red Crescent. In fact, because of the archive had a new but disorganized 
operational system, just by mistake, I saw images (Figures 2.20-2.22) that the 
institution does not normally reveal to the researchers. These were the images of the 
dead surrounded by their family which was crucial for the study. However, despite 
my persistence copies of all these photographs could not be obtained.21 22  Such a 
restrained attitude towards the topic was dominant throughout the research. In this 
sense, finding death related images in Turkey was not an easy task as they are 
commonly considered to be “disturbing” and are emotionally, historically and 
politically loaded. An appropriate framing of the question was crucial while defining 
                                                
21 The images that was obtained from Red Crested Archive are reproduced and discussed in the 
following section called “2.3 Mapping Photographs of the Dead in Turkey” 
 
22 In order to have a copy of the photographs and discuss the problems that were encountered in Red 
Crescent Archive the president of the National Library Tuncel Acer was met (on 08.02.2011 at 
National Library) and with his recommendation the general directorate of Red Crescent was visited. 
Signing an agreement not to use the photographs in the dissertation or not to publish any of them was 
suggested, but the archive still did not agreed to give a copy. The excuse of the archive staff was that 
they did not yet translated the Ottoman Turkish and Arabic inscriptions written on the photographs 
and that the classification process was not yet completed. Their claim to be an open archive was in 
contradiction with the existence of images that were normally kept hidden. Later, they informally 
expressed their concern about having shared these particular images with a researcher. Since, they 
argued, these images were crucial documentation connected to sensitive issues relating to certain 
minority groups and they did not want to lose their neutral and objective position as an archive. 
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the requested images to a seller, librarian or a contact person. All those approached 
seemed curious and concerned about the reason why I was searching for images of 
the dead. In rare occasions, when a photograph of the dead was found, attempts to 
obtain a copy created a kind of unease among the archivists and they would 
reluctantly answer the question about how to obtain a copy of the image and tried to 
convince me that it was not allowed to take a copy without giving valid written 
reasons. In this respect although this archive claims to be “open” they determine the 
limits of their “openness.” 
 
In addition to the encountered problems of taxonomy in the archives and the 
problems in accessing data, it is indeed difficult to research something, which does 
not have a recognized established existence. In the archives, there was no category of 
mourning or memorial photography at all. The difficulty arises from the lack of any 
Turkish terminology regarding post-mortem photographs that came into existence 
through mourning rituals. There is no definite Turkish keyword that defines this 
particular ritual of photographing the deceased loved ones. To describe the type of 
photograph that is the objective of this search to an antique seller, librarian or 
archivist was time consuming and inevitably created confusion. The term 
“photographs of the dead” (ölü fotoğrafları) was not a suitable way of defining a 
memorial post-mortem photograph, as it actually did not correspond to the particular 
practice that is of interest, and mostly recalled other contexts outside of the scope of 
this research. This difficulty in naming and defining this particular photographic 
genre is most probably due to the fact that it is not commonly applied in the context 
of Turkey. This lack of a concept could be an indicator of not just the absence of this 
practice of post-mortem photography, but also its discursive absence.  
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Also the private nature of post-mortem imagery makes it difficult to find as the 
formal archives23, most of the time, collect photographs that have a historical and 
political value. The context of family in which the post-mortem photographs are 
produced is not a highly preserved genre of photography in the in poorly catalogued 
formal archives.  
 
Faced with the difficulty, even impossibility, of carrying out the research with the 
material available at the formal archives, I turned to private collections, antique 
markets, flea markets,24 secondhand bookstores, auctions25 and online websites as 
viable alternative sources for locating post-mortem and death-related mourning 
photographs of domestic life and ordinary families. Although the photographs were 
dispersed and hard to find in the first place, later, when the topic was introduced to 
shop owners, the search became easier. Some antiquarians began browsing material 
and let me know when a death-related object was found. Such a relation with the 
antique dealer26 allowed me to browse numerous photographs with a multiplying 
                                                
23 For instance: The rare item collection of İstanbul Teknik University included maps, documents, 
papers and invoices but there were no photographs of subjects (visited on 23.01.2011). A similar 
situation holds true also for the Archive of The Economic and Social History Foundation of Turkey in 
İstanbul (visited on 23.01.2011). 
 
24 In Ankara one can define five major flea-markets. Photographs are available in all of them. These 
are Ayrancı Antique Bazaar (Ayrancı Antika Pazarı ), Cebeci Antique Bazaar (Cebeci Kapalı Pazar 
Alanı), Samanpazarı, flea market of İtfaiye Meydanı (İtfaiye Meydanı Bit Pazarı), flea market of 
İskitler (İskitler Bit Pazarı). 
 
25 For antiques in general, some important auction organizations and organizers are: Antik AŞ 
(auction is organized by Turgay Artam), Kolleksiyon A.Ş (Behruz Büyükoğlu). Kültür ve Sanat 
Varlıklarını Koruma ve Tanıtma Vakfı (Raffi Portakal). Librairie de Pera. Necef Antik Auction 
Organization, Maçka Mezat Antikacılık A.Ş, Burak Filateli. Examples for ephemera auctions 
organizations would be Eski Zaman Art and Culture Center organized by Korkut Erkan, Sanat Library 
organized by Sami Önal and Suavi Aydın, Elit Collection and İsfila. 
 
26 Browsing personal collections and interviewing collectors (some are shop owners) also gave me an 
insight about the death related photographs in the sphere of collection culture in Turkey. I had the 
chance to interview two key collectors that both have researches on the issue of death: Bahattin 
Öztuncay and Edhem Eldem. Halil Bingöl (second-hand bookseller and ephemera collector) and Şükrü 
Melek (stamp collector) are the other sources, which have enlightened me in various ways. One of the 
most important photography collections in Turkey belongs to Ömer Koç. In antique markets in Turkey, 
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gaze27. The presence of online auction sites28 also presented a practical way of 
browsing old photographs from different cities out of İstanbul and Ankara. 
Gittigidiyor.com29 in which every photograph that is on sale is given a title is mainly 
used. This allows one to find related material in an easier way. The favorite browsing 
keywords were; dead-death (ölü-m), funeral (cenaze), graveyard (mezar), tomb 
(kabir), bereavement (yas), mourning (matem), remembrance (anma), ceremony 
(tören), burial (defin), corpse (kadavra), death penalty (idam), earthquake (deprem), 
natural disaster (felaket), forensics (adli tıp), autopsy (otopsi), forget me not (unutma 
beni), and veda (farewell).  
 
 
                                                                                                                                     
it is not easy to find photographs belonging to the Ottoman Era and belonging to the dynasty members 
as they have high collection value among collectors and sold for high prices. Thus, the personal 
photography collection of Ömer Koç includes highly valuable materials for my research. A part of his 
photography collection was exhibited under the title of “Dynasty and the Camera: Portraits of the 
Ottoman Court” (8.01-24.04.2011, Sadberk Hanım Museum, İstanbul).  This collection includes many 
examples of the photographs of the Ottoman sultans, other members of the royal dynasty and 
statesmen in the 19th century. The other valuable compilations are Bahattin Öztuncay’s books Hatıra-i 
Uhuvvet (2005) and Dersaadettinin Fotografçıları (2003). These books present a compilation of 
portrait photographs produced between the late 1800s and early 1900s by famous photographers and 
photography studios such as Abdullah Brothers, William Downer, Vasilaki Kargopulo, Boğos 
Tarkulyan, Sebah and Joaillier, Studio Apollon and Foto Sabah. The photographs included in the book 
are compiled from various national and international museums, galleries and private collections. The 
project “Foto Galatasaray” by Tayfun Serttaş, which is based on re-visualizing the works of the studio 
photographer Maryam Şahinyan from 1935 to 1985 and which presents an inventory of the historical 
era observing the socio-economical map of the period, was also an important source. (Salt Beyoğlu 
22.11.2011-22.01.2012) 
 
27 All the markets in different areas and online stores that are noted in footnote 24 and 28 are visited. 
However, the ones is regularly visited and checked are the second-hand book stores at Aslıhan 
Passage in Galatasaray District İstanbul, the stores in Tunalı passage at Ankara, Ayrancı Flea Market 
and the online website gittigidiyor.com. The sellers regularly visited are the ones that are searching 
items for me according to my collecting interest of death related photographs and ephemeras. 
 
28 There are many other online-shopping possibilities and online auction web sites for collectors in 
Turkey. Some examples of online shopping sites that have a photography and postcard section would 
be; http://www.eskiden.com, www.sanatkitabevi.com, http://www.bariskitabevi.com/, 
http://www.muteferrika.com.tr, http://www.nadirkitap.com, http://www.sahibinden.com. 
 
29 The international auction site ebay.com also, from time to time, includes photographs belonging to 
the Ottoman era, and images from Turkey. It is also a rich online store regarding post-mortem 
photographs from Europe and U.S.A. 
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The experience gained in the formal archives and antique markets showed that the 
photographic material available is very complex in nature. A thorough and long 
search through these sources indeed revealed many examples that might be of value, 
yet working with the variety of materials collected from these sources had its own 
methodological problems. Sometimes the photographs lacked information such as 
date, context and provenance, and thus bore the problem of any discussion of them 
appears speculative. Yet, the outcomes of the field allowed me to define the borders 
of the research and describe the primary material that the research builds itself upon. 
Below is a discussion of the framework of the primary source material and the 
mapping of the related photographic categories. 
 
 
2.3 Mapping Photographs of the Dead in Turkey 
 
 
 
 
Figure 2.3 The corpses of the murderers of Kubilay by Foto Altay, 1930. 
(Courtesy of the Archive of Turkish Revolution History Institute). 
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When categorizing the photographs, the term “post-mortem photographs” is avoided 
for those images that do not have any relation to memorial-funerary photography. 
Such images are referred as “photographs of the dead” following the comment by 
Öztuncay (2003: 67) that photographs of the dead, which are taken after war, armed 
conflicts or criminal acts to be used as newsworthy items, are not to be included 
within the definition of post-mortem photography. Although this dissertation is 
concerned with personal mourning photographs taken as a part of families’ daily life 
practices, an exploration of these violent death photographs and how they differ from 
mourning photographs might clarify this research’s main object of study. In this 
sense, the corresponding photographs can be divided into four contextual categories: 
(a) natural disasters, (b) forensics and medical education, (c) war/capital punishment 
and (d) those at the thresholds of public-private domains and histories.  
 
2.3.1 Natural Disasters 
 
Figure 2.4 After the earthquake, the younger family members whose deaths 
have been unexpected surround the elderly figure of the family 
 (Courtesy of Archive of Turkish Red Crescent) 
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Images of the dead that are taken following natural disasters portray newsworthy 
events rather than being solely expressions of personal mourning. They are 
immortalized not as a remembrance but as historical documents, which have 
probably not been produced as a response to demands from family members. The 
dead bodies in such images (Figure 2.4) function as if they are a part of the 
destruction itself. They can be categorized under journalistic snapshots as they lack 
any deliberate construction or iconography. 
 
2.3.2 Forensics and Medical Education 
 
 
Figure 2.5 Body of the deceased on the autopsy table, surrounded by medical 
students. Photograph dated 1947. (Author’s private collection)  
 
 
In photographs produced in medical education, death is not hidden, a secret or 
something that is avoided like in some kind of Victorian post-mortem photographs.30 
Death is made clearly visible via the explicit view of the dead body for the 
                                                
30 In some Victorian post-mortem photographs, the dead body is constructed so that it creates a visual 
depiction of the dead as if in a peaceful sleep or as if living. For Jay Ruby (1995, 72) “ 'the last sleep' 
pose represents an attempt to actually conceal death.” 
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professional gaze. The bodies that are skinned seem that their subjectivities are also 
stripped off. They are most of the time unidentified bodies. They act as objects of 
scientific research. Instead of the totality of the body, fragmentation, alienation and 
estrangement is at issue. The dead body is seen as an object / structure to be 
discovered by the students and teachers.  
 
Figure 2.6 Dead body investigated by a specialist. The Ottoman Turkish note at 
its back reads: “6.03.1913 durum tespiti / hali teşhisi Noter Hüseyin”.  
(Author’s private collection)  
 
For the professionals, “the corpse is an objective source of knowledge; while for 
bereaved people it is not simply a body but a person.” (Hallam and et al., 1999: 15). 
Unlike post-mortem photographs in which the motivation revolves around the efforts 
to humanize the cadaver (like the efforts of embalmers to remove signs of damage, 
illness and trauma in order to make the lifeless body seem familiar)31, in photographs 
such as that presented in Figure 2.5, the emphasis is more on the living rather than 
                                                
31 John Troyer (2007, 22) discusses how the 19th century preservation technologies altered the human 
corpse and transformed the death body into something new “a photographic image”, “a dead that 
looked alive.” For him (2007, 25) through such efforts “a specific kind of ‘alive but dead’ human 
body is produced.” 
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the dead. Being around the dead body and what is done to it seems to be the focus of 
attention. There is no mourner present in the frame. In the domain of forensics, dead 
body is used to uncover its unnatural death and used to enlighten the crime. The body 
itself is an arena for investigation. As Hallam and et al. (1999: 15) writes; “This body 
bears a history: a medical history read via scar tissue, lesions and damaged organs; 
and a social history, accessed via tattoos, body piercings, clothing and other objects 
found on or around the body.” Generally, these forensic photographs that are taken to 
witness and document an event are seen only by a small number of people such as 
doctors and those involved in legal action.32  
 
2.3.3 War and Capital Punishment 
 
Figure 2.7 The perpetrators of Mahmut Şevket Pasha Assassination  
at gallows trees ca.1913. 
 
                                                
32 The online search engine on the website (http://www.asayis.pol.tr/kbcara.asp) of the Department of 
Public Order “the unidentified body search engine” is interesting in this sense, as it allows everyone to 
access the photography database of dead bodies. Here, contrary to the established taboos the 
“unidentified” status seems to legitimize viewing these photographs of the dead. 
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Figure 2.8, 2.9 Photographs from the executions ordered by İstiklal Court 
ca.1920-1927.33 (Courtesy of the Archive of Turkish Revolution History Ins.) 
 
  
 
Figure 2.10, 2.11 Photographs from the executions ordered by İstiklal Court 
ca.1920-1927. (Courtesy of the Archive of Turkish Revolution History Ins.) 
 
Regarding photographs related to war, it is interesting to see that those who died in 
war have been photographed differently from those who suffered an ordinary death 
and how the former differ in that somehow the photographs represent an “enemy” 
(internal or external). Several death-related photographs that are encountered in the 
Archive of Turkish Revolution History Institution were mostly about the public 
                                                
33 The note attached to the body reads as follows: “Türk vatanı ve namusunu kurtaran aziz reisi 
cumhur hazretlerine suikast icra etmek ve heyeti vekili iskat (meclisi işlevsiz kılmak) ve hükümeti 
devireceği anı tespit ettiğinin mahkeme meclisi tarafından sabit bulunduğundan ve ceza kanununun 
55. Maddesi delaletiyle, 57. Maddesi fıkrası uyarınca darağacında idamına karar verilen Saruhan 
mebusu (milletvekili) Şabırindir.” 
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prosecutions by İstiklal Courts, demonstrated at İstanbul, Adana and İzmir.34 These 
executions were realized publicly and functioned as a warning to the society.  The 
photographs of the public hangings provide clues on the attitude of photographing 
the dead body in such circumstances. Those who were sentenced to death for crimes 
against the state were photographed without any hesitation since they portray the 
negative “other.” In contrast to Victorian mourning photographs, which attempted to 
conceal the death, these images were taken as an evidence of it. There is still an issue 
of remembrance, but a negative one. So here, there is no taboo in gazing upon the 
dead body of the enemy or the criminal. The hanged bodies were exhibited in city 
squares, inviting crowds to look at them. The dead body of the “other” becomes a 
spectacle symbolizing the power of the state.  
 
 
Figure 2.12-2.15 Photographs from the executions held by İstiklal Court 
Judgments, ca.1920-1927. 
(Courtesy of the Archive of Turkish Revolution History Institute) 
 
                                                
34 The photographs are found from the Archive of Turkish Revolution History Institute, The Ottoman 
Bank Archives and Research Center, online British Museum Library of Congress and some second 
hand bookstores in İstanbul. 
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Depending on Figure 2.11 one can say that the crowd also acknowledges the 
photographer's existence. People do look at the camera. In this context, the proximity 
of the people to the dead body (Figure 2.10, 2.11 and 2.14) is interesting. The crowd 
that is comprised of male figures also includes children (Figure 2.11) and nobody 
seems worried about being near the dead who is day-by-day decaying. Not only wide 
shots, but also close-ups were taken as if to not only document the event but also to 
identify the dead body (Figures 2.9, 2.10). The dead body is not covered neither is 
death concealed, distanced or avoided this can also be observed in the proximity of 
the crowds to the deceased, and the mourners, if there is, are never in the frame. The 
photographer was allowed to capture every moment of the execution from the 
preparation and the execution to the disposal of the dead body (Figure 2.11-2.15). 
Each step is accompanied by the existence of a camera and an official photographer.  
 
Figure 2.16 Portrait of Çerkez Hasan.  
Figure 2.17 Illustration of Çerkez Hasan’s execution, 1876.  
(Courtesy of Bahattin Öztuncay. Reprinted from Öztuncay, 2006) 
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Figure 2.17 is an interesting image as it is an indication that not all the photographers 
were allowed to photograph the public executions. Only the assigned official 
photographers could take photographs during the hangings in the Ottoman times. The 
illustration drawn to the photographic paper depicting the hanging of Çerkez Hasan 
in Figure 2.17 includes the stamp of the famous photograph studio Abdullah Fréres 
from the Ottoman Era.  
 
Until 1928 in Turkey, the heads of some captured soldiers of the enemy was cut off 
for the purpose of display, after a victory in war. Sometimes the heads were sent to 
İstanbul as trophies and were exhibited in city squares (Eldem 2005: 188). Some 
studio photographs belonging to the Ottoman era portray the soldiers posing with the 
heads of dead bodies (Figures 2.16, 2.17). These studio photographs, differing from 
the images of capital punishments, have a personal and performative aspect in which 
the dead body of the enemy functions as a symbol of victory of the sovereign 
powers. The dead body parts were arranged to create a desired impression, like 
Victorian post-mortem photographs these prints were produced by a professional 
photographer in a studio to recreate and comment on the death. They reflect not 
feelings of mourning, yet triumph. In these “war trophy photographs” (Roberts, 
2012: 201) the dead bodies are not of the loved ones and the iconography do not aim 
to create the feeling of mourning. The motivation of concealing and disregarding 
death is not visible. In contrast the death of the enemy is celebrated by the inclusion 
of the dead body that is harassed. The bodiless heads have semi open mouths, which 
aims to present the deceased “other” as grotesque. These photographs are evidence 
of the elimination of the unwanted other. Unlike the body of the loved one in 
Victorian post-mortem photographs that is positioned as if asleep, dressed neatly, 
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decorated with flowers and accompanied by the mourner, here the dead bodies of the 
enemy are displayed in manner emphasizing the pride derived from their demise. 
The dead bodies of the other turned out to be a iconographic element, a prop, a 
trophy that symbolized the bravery and victory of the Ottoman soldiers’.  
 
 
Figure 2.18, 2.19 Ottoman era studio photographs with the heads of the 
guerillas from Macedonia or the Balkan states in the 1900s.  
(Courtesy of Edhem Eldem. Reprinted from Eldem, 2005: 189, 191) 
 
All these photographic examples of violent deaths may indicate the attitudes towards 
the dead body of the “other” found in Turkey. Yet, they offer little insight about the 
probable practices in the personal domain of the family and their attitudes towards 
the death of the loved one that might be marked with a visual narration of grief. 
Judith Butler (2006, xıv) in Precarious Life: The Powers of Mourning and Violence 
defines two kinds of grief; those that are recognized nationally and others that are 
unthinkable and ungrievable. She discusses the ways the nation defines who counts 
as human. Whose lives count as lives and, finally, what constitutes a grievable life? 
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Judith Butler’s conceptualization of ungrievable versus grievable subjects can be 
observed in the different representation of the dead body that belongs to the enemy/ 
“other” and the loved one.  
 
 
Figure 2.20 An atrocity photograph, 1913. 
(Courtesy of the Ottoman Bank Archives and Research Center) 
 
One single image that is encountered from Sinan Kuneralp Collection at The 
Ottoman Bank Archives and Research Center was different than the previous 
findings. This photograph (Figure 2.20) taken at Edirne in 1913 shows many dead 
bodies orderly laid on the ground and accompanied by the presence of the mourner. 
The photograph is marked with a handwritten note: “Bulgarian Atrocity, Edirne 
1913” (Bulgar Mezaliminde Edirne 1913). Unlike the hanging photographs in which 
the dead bodies were functioning as a spectacle, or different than the studio 
photographs in which the head of the enemy was something to be looked at, here, the 
bodies are not functioning simply as a probe. The dead bodies being laid on the 
ground was arranged in two rows, displaying mistreat of the enemy and suffer caused 
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by them. The focus is not on a singular body to be looked at rather, the emphasis is 
on a collective sorrow. The crowd gathered around the bodies, includes women. 
Some of them are captured while praying. None of them looks at the camera; most of 
them gaze at the lying bodies. These gestures can be read as expression of grief. This 
photograph, works to prove a historical instant. But, at the same time, is marked with 
a sense of helplessness, feelings of suffering and mourning. 
 
2.3.4 At the Thresholds of Public-Private Domains and Histories 
 
 
 
Figure 2.21 A post-mortem photograph including the family members of the 
deceased and a Muslim priest, ca.1919-1923.   
(Courtesy of the Archive of Red Crescent) 
 
The archive of Red Crescent proved more fruitful than my early explorations at 
various archives. The photographs that are encountered also belong to war context, 
yet they are extraordinary as they are photographs of the deceased captured along 
with the family members at private spaces; such as at home, garden or in front of a 
 48 
house in Turkey.35 In this series, one of the photographs is captioned with the 
following explanation: “Büyük Taaruz sonrasında çekilen Yunanlıların Bursa ve 
Uşakta yaptıkları yıkım ve öldürme olaylarına ait fotograflar C. Taşkıran.” One 
image in another album portraying one woman, four children, three men and a 
Muslim priest gathered around a dead body of a man, who is being laid on a wooden 
table like stand and blood is visible in his clothes. This photograph includes a 
handwritten note in Ottoman Turkish at its back and its Turkish translation. It reads 
“Kütahya, Ahmet Efendi. Uşak Belediye Reis ve azalığında bulunmuş ve yaman 
dostu olduğu halde 30.8.1922’de Yunanlılar tarafından evine taaruzla eşya ve 
mallarının gasp ve kendisininde feci suretle katlettiler.” 36  This inscription that 
documents the details of the man’s death does not directly function as a lamentation, 
but still, between the lines, the mournful feelings of the writer are evident.  
 
Coupled with the inscriptions, these photographs not only function as evidences of 
the tragic outcomes of war, but also represent the pain of the family after the 
unnatural death of the loved one. They are peculiar in the history of Turkish 
photography as they include the family together with the presence of a dead body. 
These deaths are publicly, politically and historically important, as they are a part of 
a battle. On the other hand, they are peculiar in the history of Turkish photography 
                                                
35 Some of the images in the series show dead bodies lying alone in village streets or near village 
ruins, representing violent death of the familiar awkwardly lying in the public domain, outside the war 
field. In this sense they can be regarded as “atrocity photographs” as described by Prosser. Jan Prosser 
(2012: 9) describes the conventions of atrocity photographs as “relying on showing people whose 
condition is often emblematized in their states of undress, or nakedness, or other forms of bodily 
vulnerability.” 
36 Unfortunately not all the photographs that is mentioned can be reproduced as the Archive caused 
many difficulties in providing the the photographs that is interested. The written demand to get a copy 
was denied several times without giving any written explanation. The informal oral explanation of the 
Archive's staff was surprising. She said that as these photographs are related with the sensitive issue 
of minorities and the problem of genocide accusations, it would be inappropriate to share these images 
with a researcher since this would attract historians or academicians to the archive, which they are 
afraid of. They claimed that they do not want to loose their objectiveness and neutral attitude via 
giving away these photographs. Such an attitude of the Archive and the informal explanation makes 
one to suspect the transparency of the archive.  
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because they include the family in the presence of a dead body in the same 
photographic frame, captured in the context and space of the private acting contrary 
to the taboo against living people being photographed with the dead, in the Muslim 
Culture. In most of these photographs, the deceased were photographed with the 
children and the family together either with a Muslim priest or a soldier (Figures 21-
23). In addition to the family members, the occurrence of a soldier and a priest in the 
frame is an evidence of the extraordinary death. Their presence indicates that this 
particular death is not only a private matter but also a matter of the national. It is as if 
the presence of the soldier or priest legitimizes the act of taking the last picture with 
the dead body in contrast to acting against the taboo of photographing death of 
member of the family in a Muslim Society. Gazing at the dead body of a family 
member through a camera is not a common practice. However, when it proves an 
unnatural death caused by the “other” / enemy, the reverse seems to be true. The 
presence of the Muslim priest also confirms that the person is dead and it is the last 
image before the burial.  
 
 
Figure 2.22 A post-mortem photograph including the family members of the 
deceased and a soldier, ca.1919-1923. (Courtesy of the Archive of Red Crescent) 
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In these photographs, the women and also the children of the deceased are captured 
(Figures 2.21, 2.22 and 2.23). The presence of the children not only shows that death 
and the dead were not hidden, particularly in a time of war, but also they are around 
as if strengthening the tragedy of the death. The presence of the children recalls the 
absence of the parent who is killed by the enemy, which made them half-orphans. In 
this sense, these photographs are acting as proof of the cruelty committed by the 
enemy not only showing the dead body of the loved one, but also including a 
reconstruction of many aspects surrounding the death of a person. These photographs 
oscillate between private-public/national domains, concepts of presence and absence. 
Via the inclusion of the children in the iconography, their being at the threshold 
becomes more obvious as they start to comment on birth and death, remembering 
and forgetting, tragedy and hope. They also seem to symbolize that killing the father 
is not the end; the next generation will follow and the memory of the dead man will 
live on in his children. This nuance is further emphasized via subjects directly gazing 
at the camera. This is an unusual way of posing in the tradition of mourning 
photography. Instead of gazing at the camera, in order to express grief and maybe 
respect to the deceased and to the inevitable fact of dying, figures in post-mortem 
and memorial photographs mostly look down or look at the deceased body (Figures 
2.26, 2.30 and 2.32). However, in these peculiar photographs, the subjects directly 
stare at the camera, photographer and the viewer. It is as if the subjects do not 
hesitate to have an eye contact with the receiver of the gaze. This functions as if a 
way to acknowledge the presence of the camera and therefore, breaks the sense of 
illusion, the theatricality that one can observe in Victorian photographs taken in a 
studio. Via this break, these photographs became evidence of the murders and 
emphasize its reality are emphasized. One can read their look as a way to express 
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that they are afraid neither from the enemy nor death. These families posing with the 
deceased body of the family member align themselves with the soldier / the nation, 
with the Muslim priest / faith and the children / the future. In this sense, these images 
can be regarded as culturally loaded memorial post-mortem photographs produced in 
the extraordinary conditions of war. These images are interesting cultural texts in so 
far as they cut across usual cultural divides of public/national and private domains 
and histories. 
 
 
Figure 2.23 A post-mortem photograph from Turkey, ca.1919-1923. 
(Courtesy of the Archive of Red Crescent) 
 
Different from post-mortem photographs that are taken after the death of a family 
member in a studio by a professional photographer, the identity of the photographer 
of these images and the motivation of taking these pictures are unknown. Yet, it is 
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important to contemplate on the photographer.37 As the images were found in a 
photograph album in the archives of Red Crescent, one can speculate that a member 
of the foundation took the photos as a means of documenting the situation. One 
should acknowledge that these photographs are not like snapshots taken via a 
journalist or either not like post-mortem photographs demanded by the families. 
They are not studio photographs but there is an act of posing together with the dead 
body. The ones that are in the photograph are looking directly at the camera 
acknowledging its presence and therefore they assume a posture in front of the 
beholder. The body language of the soldier in Figure 2.22 should be considered. The 
way he holds his weapon and the way the little boy copies his posture with a stick is 
not arbitrary. These poses can be considered as an attempt to assume an identity in 
front of the enemy and in front of death. The way the wife is covering her face with 
her veil while holding the newly born is not accidental. It could be read as her 
hesitation towards being photographed, hesitation of being among strangers (the 
photographer, the soldier, the viewer) or maybe as her respect to his husband's death. 
Although the motivation is different, these families ‘pose’ with the deceased body of 
the loved one as in a Victorian post-mortem photograph. These photographs are an 
outcome of the merging of public and private/national concerns and include details 
that could be read as expression of bereavement and remembrance. In these 
photographs, one can say that the murder of a familiar by the enemy is the focus and 
there is also a reconstruction of pain, hatred and hope in front of the camera.  
 
                                                
37There are several questions to be raised here concerning who took the photographs. Did the 
government assign him/her as an official war photographer? Was s/he a journalist? What was the 
motivation for taking these photos? Did the photographer guide the families to stand near the 
deceased? Did the families keep a copy of the photograph to them as a memoriam? These questions 
remain unanswered since the Archive gave no information about the photographs, nor did they allow 
the researcher to see the original album containing these images and neither was the researcher given 
all the requested copies. 
 
 53 
My brief discussion of these extraordinary photographs kept in the Red Crescent 
Archive is intended to give some idea about this peculiar death related photographs 
in Turkish history and visual/cultural memory. The existence of such images proves 
that, contrary to expectations, photographs of the dead along with the Muslim family 
members were being taken in Turkey to represent mourning even though they are not 
the same as Victorian post-mortem photographs.  
 
 
2.4. Post-Mortem Photography in Turkey  
 
 
Figure 2.24 Post-mortem photograph of a child taken by Pascal Sebah, ca.1880, 
İstanbul. (With the kind permission of Bahattin Öztuncay) 
 
 
Despite the lack of a tradition, there are a couple of post-mortem photographs 
produced at the photography studios of the Ottoman Empire, which mostly relate to 
İstanbul’s minorities taken either by the studio Abdullah Frères or Photos Sebah. The 
image in Figure 2.24 is a unique post-mortem photograph of a child taken by the 
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well-known photography studio Sebah, in İstanbul, in that it has the characteristics of 
the Victorian Post-mortem Photograph. Typically, the deceased is represented as if in 
sleep and is dressed neatly. The child's arms are crossed in his/her chest and around 
there are funerary flowers. Even though such examples can be regarded as post-
mortem photographs, one can say that, they are not as theatrical as the Victorian 
examples.38 
 
 
Figure 2.25 A mortuary photograph from the late 1920s, Turkey.  
(Author’s private collection.) 
 
 
The most peculiar example that one can read grief and find details that are 
reminiscent of Victorian style post-mortem photographs dates back to the 1880s. In 
this post-mortem photograph of a child (Figure 2.26), there are plenty of 
iconographic elements that express the grief after his/her death. The subjects are 
positioned in a circular form around the deceased in a symmetrical composition. The 
dead body is laid at the center and covered with funerary flowers. The arms of the 
child are folded in his/her chest. Instead of looking at the camera, all of the heads are 
                                                
38 None of the post-mortem photographs found are retouched or tinted. Yet, there are examples of 
post-mortem photographs that are produced in Turkey by minorities in cemeteries as a part of 
funerary rituals before burial (Figures 2.25 and 4.30). 
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down, gazing at the center, to the body (except the old man on the right) with a 
downhearted expression. Where black is the dominant color of the subject's dresses, 
the child is laid on white sheets and dressed in white. Most importantly, this 
photograph includes an iconographical element that is peculiar to funerary 
photographs, that is, the pre-mortem photograph of the deceased (which is hold by 
the girl in the front). The presence of the living image of the deceased creates the 
illusion that the memory of departed is saved. All these elements function as a 
reinterpretation of death in front of the camera commenting on the feelings towards 
the loss of a loved one. The image is a theatrical construction that proves the sorrow 
of the family together with their will of being depicted while mourning. This post-
mortem photograph not only is an outcome of the will to secure the last image of the 
deceased but also an attempt to express the family's desire to not forget the memory 
of the deceased child. As Geoffrey Batchen (2004) comments it is as if they wanted 
to be remembered while remembering.  
 
 
Figure 2.26 The deceased and the grieving family H.G Aslanyan, Merzifon 
1880s. (Courtesy of Bahattin Öztuncay reprinted from Öztuncay, 2003: 65) 
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Overall, when looking at this bunch of post-mortem photographs, their uniqueness 
catches the eye. 39  When I started spent hours digging boxes of dispossessed 
photographs available in the seconds-hand book stores, flea markets and online 
auction sites for the sake of finding post-mortem and death related mourning 
photographs, I encountered many images of ordinary families looking just like post-
mortem imagery. Often, I have suspected the condition of the subjects in the frame 
and examined the dispossessed photograph again and again. Than, I clearly realized 
that post-mortem photographs are not that different than the ordinary family 
photographs, especially the ones that the deceased is positioned as if in a sleep or in 
an erected position. This dilemma, made me realize that what makes a post-mortem 
photograph an example of its kind, is not only the presence of a dead body in front of 
the camera, but the iconographical elements that emphasize death and construct 
images of mourning and longing around the deceased. Nevertheless, it started to be 
easier for me to eliminate the non-postmortem images that are encountered in the 
boxes. In some photographs, although the subjects seemed dead, the lack of hints that 
should be present in a post-mortem photograph made me sure about their ordinary 
quality. At this point I stopped searching the face of the dead and started to 
concentrate on how death is constructed in front of the camera in order to express 
grief. This marked a u-turn in my conceptual journey in finding post-mortem 
photographs.  
                                                
39 A rare contempory example of post-mortem photograph belongs to Mustafa Kemal Atatürk, taken 
the day he died in his bed. The image is hold at the Photo-Film Archive of the Prime Ministry. This 
Archive also documents funerals of politically important figures such as; İsmet İnönü, Celal Bayar, 
Turgut Özal and so on.) Atatürk’s post-mortem photograph is maybe the only example of its kind. It 
has been published 13 years after his death on 10.11.1952 in Ulus Newspaper for the sake of 
remembrance on 10th of November, the day of Atatürk’s death. It is important to note that Atatürk also 
has a death mask created the day he died by sculpture artist Kenan Yoltuç. The story behind the dead 
mask is narrated by his grandson as follows; “odaya girmiş, yüzüne gliserini sürmüş ve iki kez 
bayılmış. Gliserin sürdükten sonra balmumunu üzerine yapıştırmış ve yüzünün kalıbını almış. Sonra 
bu maskın içini alçı ile doldurmuş. Dikkat ederseniz maskta Atatürk'in kirpikleri bile tek tek belli 
oluyor.” (as cited in Döndaş, 2003: 20) 
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Figure 2.27 A Victorian post-mortem photograph (Thanatos Archive)     
 Figure 2.28 An ordinary studio photograph (Author’s private collection) 
 
Both of the images above are taken in a photography studio. They depict mothers 
holding their infants. Apart from the time and context, what differentiates the post-
mortem photograph from the other is not only the presence of the dead body of the 
baby, as s/he does not even look dead. What makes it a mourning photograph is the 
mother’s funerary dress, her expression, the babies folded hands, his/her stiff body, 
closed eyelids and the flowers placed on his/her chest, that is to say; the 
iconographical elements. These minor details distinguish the image in Figure 2.28 
from the smiling and neatly dressed mother and her baby, who seems captured in a 
movement.  
  
In Halil Bingöl's secondhand bookstore in İstanbul a particular photograph (Figure 
2.30) was found which seems to be a late post-mortem belonging to a Turkish 
context. In the image, it is not immediately clear whether the young girl is alive or 
dead. Therefore, instead of focusing only on the body of the deceased in order to 
decide whether it is a post-mortem photograph or not, the focus was directed in 
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analyzing how death is reconstructed in the frame in order to reflect a “narrative 
scene of grief” (Ruby, 1995).  
 
 
Figure 2.29 A Victorian post-mortem photograph of a deceased girl who is 
supported by a hidden person covered with a black sheet (Thanatos Archive) 
 
 
 
Figure 2.30 Post-mortem photograph of a girl from Turkey, late 1920s.  
(Author’s private collection) 
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On the back of the photograph (Figure 2.30) is printed the brand of photographic 
paper “vertox” that indicates that it was taken in late 1920s. The tricolette fabric of 
the gilded chair can be read as a suggestion of a wealthy family, most probably of 
Ottoman background. The family could also be from the minorities living in Turkey. 
The girl’s body seems inanimate and stiff because of her awkward posture, her hands 
unnaturally clasped over her stomach and her loosely drooping legs (as in the post-
mortem photograph in Figure 2.29). Her black shadowed sunken eyes and that the 
whites of her eyes are showing, make one think that she is dead. Moreover, there are 
other elements that comments on her death and makes it correspond to the post-
mortem photography tradition: she wears a dress and holds a doll. This is a typical 
way to picture deceased girls in Victorian era (Figures 2.24, 2.26, 2.31 and 2.32). 
  
 
Figure 2.31 Post-mortem Photograph from 1850s. 
Figure 2.32 Post-mortem Photograph (Courtesy of Thanatos Archive) 
       
The inclusion of a favorite possession of the deceased is emblematic of Victorian 
post-mortem photographs (Figures 2.31 and 4.27). When it comes to a dead child, 
most of the time his/her toy is included in the frame. The way the mother holds the 
child is probably for supporting her body. In some post-mortem photographs the 
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relative holds the dead body sitting, either by hiding at the back of the chair or hiding 
under a cloth (as in Figure 2.29). Hidden or not, the body had to be supported. The 
expression in the face of the mother is low. Instead of looking at the camera, her 
head is tilted down looking at her daughter (as in Figure 2.32). All these visual signs 
make the image closer to a mourning photograph than to a basic photograph of a 
living or dead person. When we consider the fact that post-mortem photographs were 
often carefully constructed to tell a visual narrative of grief and longing, the use of 
post-mortem iconography and staging for the camera in Figure 2.30 leads one to 
speculate that the girl is dead and the photograph is a rare example of post-mortem 
photography in Turkey, and even rarer, one produced outside a photographic studio. 
Yet what makes the photograph significant is not just its being a post-mortem 
photograph (which one might still want to debate), or the dead body in the 
photograph, but, and more importantly, its construction of the grieveable.  
 
Assuming this is a post-mortem photograph, it demonstrates the fact that 
photographs of the dead are often constructed, and set up with a visual narrative to 
express grief and longing. At this point, the research question evolved again and I 
started asking whether there are ways to express grief and longing without including 
the body of the dead. If there is no common practice of taking the last image of the 
dead, there should be other photographic practices that reflect and express death 
related feelings, attitudes and issues. The dispossessed family photographs that are 
scanned in the antique market presented examples of alternative ways of expressing 
grief, after the death. Thus, rather than dealing only with photographs in which the 
face/body of the dead is captured, I expanded the search parameters to these 
memorial photographic constructions in the context of funerary ceremonies, 
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mourning and remembering which provide various photographic ways to remember, 
long for and bid farewell to the dead. 
 
 
2.5 Framing the Material   
 
In critical literature, photography has always been associated with death. Together 
with photographs there is always the desire of being immortal or the fear of being 
forgotten (Sontag, 1979; Silverman, 1996; Barthes, 2000 and Batchen, 2002, 2004). 
In particular, Barthes (2000: 15) sees death implicit in every photograph. For him, 
this is the scandalous effect of photography. “Ultimately, what I am seeking in the 
photograph taken of me,” he writes, “is death.” For him, “Death is the eidos of that 
Photograph.” Similarly, following Barthes argument, Silverman (1996: 197) writes: 
There is something “mortifying” about the experience of being photographed 
by real or metaphoric camera. This mortification involves not only that death 
which is the “eidos of [the] photograph” -an abduction from the realm of the 
vital into that of the image- but also the congealing of the body into a statue 
like rigidity.  
 
Given that  photography is a perfect tool for mourning, the close relation between 
death and photograph could be enough to commemorate the deceased loved ones. So, 
after the experience gained in the field regarding the material available in the 
archives and antique markets in Turkey- which constitute an unmapped and obscure 
territory- the objects of this research became mourning photographs in general, 
without necessarily limiting itself to the images peculiar to the Turkish context. Even 
though some photographs do not include the dead body of the deceased, such images 
may function like versions of post-mortem photographs and can be regarded as 
memorial objects commenting on the death of the family member. Thus, this 
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dissertation by acknowledging photographic constructions as alterations of post-
mortem photographs defines its primary material as mourning photographs excluding 
photographs of the dead found in the archival research that belongs to contexts such 
as war, punishment, forensics, medical education and natural disasters and so on and 
opens up further discussions on mourning thorough various photographic 
constructions. Mourning photography defined by this dissertation depends on 
contemporary mourning theories which regard mourning not as a definite and finite 
period of time that is experienced right after the death of the beloved, but is about 
continuing a symbolic relation and dialogue with the deceased though various 
practices. Therefore, mourning photographs discussed in this dissertation are not 
limited to funerary imagery or traditional mourning rituals but allow discussion of 
personal and unique usages of photographs of the mourned one. 40 In this sense, it 
also aims to expand the parameters of the discussion on the relationship between 
different types of photography and mourning, remembering, longing for, and bidding 
farewell to the dead.  
 
 
 
 
                                                
40 In the field, I have explored variations of death related practices in photographic representations. I 
searched for the dead body in different contexts. While doing that, attention was on the front side of 
the photograph. I searched either the face of the deceased or symbolic reconstructions of his/her death 
particularly on the front side of the photographs. But, the backsides of photographs also include 
crucial details that reflect the desires of the mourner. In the antique markets, I have also found a vast 
number of texted and dedicated photographs in which their backs present the desires, hopes and fears 
of the owner. The central topics of these inscriptions were about death and longing. In this sense, this 
dissertation recognizes the materiality of photographs and is aware of its backside as a space of 
expression but do not include this material as its primary source because of practical reasons. This 
dissertation regards inscriptions related to death and mourning in texted and dedicated photographs as 
an important source of material along with visual representations but leave the investigation for a 
further study.  
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CHAPTER 3 
 
 
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK ON REPRESENTING LOSS 
AND ABSENCE:  MEMORIAL PHOTOGRAPHY, MEMORY 
AND MOURNING 
 
 
Every photograph is a regret; it is an end. 
         Luc Sante41 
 
 
The photograph in Figure 3.1, found in a Turkish online antique market, was entitled  
“babasını özleyen çocuk” by the seller of this vintage image. What made the seller 
think the little boy was missing his dead/away/absent father? The answer is that a 
narrative on missing and remembering the lost loved one is constructed by 
compositional and iconographical elements in this image. This photograph is about 
the presence of an absence.  
                                                
41 As cited in George, Julia. 2005. “Visual Codes of Secrecy: Photography of Death and Projective 
Identification.” Unpublished doctoral dissertation. University of Wollongong.  
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Figure. 3.1 Found Photograph. “The child who misses his father”  
(Author’s private collection)  
 
 
The absence of the father is acknowledged by the photographic construction that 
seeks to console those left behind. The father, unlike his wife and his son, can no 
longer sit around the table together with his family. He does not have a place among 
the living any longer since he is dead and appears as a specter appearing out of the 
dark. His image is situated at the left upper corner of the frame, lifted up in a 
supernatural way, which reminds one the aesthetics of spirit photography. He is 
positioned behind the little boy. The boy cannot see him, yet the father seems to be in 
control of everything, gazing at his family from above. It seems that the only way for 
the family to see the father is in the framed photograph of him that is held by the 
mother which might suggest an explicit act of remembrance. The mother retains the 
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memory of his husband through a framed photograph but interestingly she is not 
looking at the image. It seems that the photograph is not enough to replace the 
departed beloved; the mother looks away from the photograph searching his presence 
somewhere else. She neither gazes at the photograph of her husband, nor looks at the 
camera however, father and son gaze directly at the viewer wanting to connect and 
communicate. The mother would also be aware of the presence of the photographer 
and camera, yet she is captured in profile looks to a space out of the frame. The 
viewer of the photograph signifies the present time and the real world: a realm that is 
outside the photographic construction, where the camera and the photographer are 
positioned in the studio. The woman’s gaze is directed to the left side of the frame to 
a further unseen space, as if she is remembering the past that she shared with her 
husband, something hidden that only she knows. When considered chronologically in 
a linear timeline, usually the left side indicates the past, the mid point; the present 
and the right side; the future. In this sense, she does not incidentally stare at the left 
side, but actually her gaze is towards the past, where the imaginary presence of his 
husband resides. The husband’s portrait is also seems to be intentionally added to the 
upper left side of the image, as if indicating his presence in the past. She consoles 
herself by finding her husband in the past (by a memory work, yet denying his 
absence in the present.) In this sense, her hesitation to look at the camera, positioned 
in the middle that is to say, at the present, can be read as her unwillingness to 
acknowledge the absence of his husband in present time. If she looks at the camera, 
what she will see is her husband’s absence. In a similar way, the photograph of her 
husband that she holds also seems to remind her of his absence. That is why, instead 
of facing the camera and acknowledging the fact of the unwanted separation, she 
resists facing the truth and staying connected with her husband through her 
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memories. In this sense, her expression that involves a small smile becomes 
meaningful. Unlike the somber face of the little boy, the wife does not have a 
mournful expression, as she seems to deny the unwanted separation; the death. She 
seems to continue smiling to the specter of her husband through a memory work that 
offers a vivid emotional and personal/private engagement.  
 
The positioning of the little boy, probably guided by the photographer, is also 
interesting. His hands are on top of some sheets of paper. His right hand is positioned 
such a way that one can speculate that he is preparing to write a letter, probably to 
his father. Or maybe he is going to write about the memory of his father that he does 
not want to forget. However, he is missing a pen. Yet, his tightened right hand seems 
to hold an imaginary pen. Is it because he is not old enough to know how to write? Is 
it a promise to his father that he will not forget him even though he could not record 
his memories via writing? There are so many secrets in this photograph and many the 
tensions between the dead and the living, remembering and forgetting, absence and 
presence. How photography, acts, as a way to replace the absence of the loved one 
and maybe even the absent body of the deceased, are curious questions that appear.  
 
This section, attempts to situate photography in mourning practices in connection 
with the critical literature on photography. This will be achieved, by focusing on 
both the ontological discussions on photography and the arguments developed 
regarding its substance as a part of material culture. The discussion starts with the 
section “The Shadow/Specter of the Lost Beloved” introducing an overview of the 
discussions on absence/presence regarding visual representations in general. It starts 
by looking at the mythical story of Dibutades that revolves around the origin of 
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painting. Shadow drawing, painting, and death masks are discussed as prior 
examples of memory devices before the invention of photography. In order to situate 
photography in the discourse on absence/presence, discussion of photography’s close 
relation with its referent, its indexical quality and its association with the ghostly are 
carried out. 
 
The indexical quality of photography leads discussion about its relic status, so the 
second section entitled “Making Present: Melancholia of Relic Photographic Objects 
in Mourning” discusses the particularity of photographic objects in their ability to 
replace the imagery of the abject decaying dead body of the deceased by focusing on 
the material quality. This section also discusses the photograph as a “melancholia 
object” (Sontag, 1979 and Gibson, 2004) deriving their nature of displaying what is 
not present anymore. 
 
The third section called “Beyond Substance: the Memory of the Deceased” 
problematizes the previous sections and questions whether photographic objects can 
actually replace the lost one. This section describes the intimate relationship between 
photography and memory and looks at different approaches that regard photography 
as a memory-aid or a “surrogate memory” (Edwards, 1999) and the contradicting 
arguments that reject photography as a tool for remembrance and regard it as a 
“counter memory.” (Barthes, 1981) 
 
The discussion is concluded in the final section titled “Acknowledging Absence: 
Sustaining Grief with Photographs” pointing to the contemporary alternative views 
to Freudian Mourning Theory; the Continuing Bonds Theory. It looks the usage of 
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photography as a tool for accepting the death of the departed and creates a “durable 
biography” rather than compensating for the loss (Walter, 1996: 7). Melancholic 
autobiographic writings that use photography are seen as a way to sustain grief in a 
creative and transformative way that trigger remembering instead of forgetting in 
opposition to cryptic mourning (Abraham and Torok, 1994).  
 
 
3.1 The Shadow/Specter of the Lost Loved 
 
  A photograph is both a pseudo-presence and a token of absence.  
            Susan Sontag42  
  A cold winter night. I’m warm enough, yet I’m alone. And I  
  realize that I’ll have to get used to existing quite naturally within  
  this solitude, functioning there, working there, accompanied by,  
  fastened to the “presence of absence.” 
                   Roland Barthes43 
 
Since the initial attempts at visual representation, there has been a tendency to 
believe in the presence of an essence in the subjects of the image. In particular, an 
attempt to capture the manifestations of this essence, the soul or subjectivity, when 
the subject went missing or dead. In the 17th century, the legend of Dibutades as told 
by Pliny the Elder in his Natural History has fascinated western painters. This story 
is about the daughter of an ancient Greek potter (a Corinthian maid called Dibutades) 
attempt to capture the memory of her lover who is leaving for a distant land. She 
traces the shadow of her lover’s profile reflected on the wall, under candlelight. This 
                                                
42 (Sontag, 1979: 16) 
 
43 (Barthes, 2010: 69) 
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sketch will be a memento during his absence. When Dibutades’ father sees the 
drawing, he decides to make a relief model of the young man out of clay (Warner, 
2006: 159). This love story inspired many western painters (including; David Allan, 
1775; Joseph Wright, 1784; Jean Baptiste Regnault, 1785; Joseph-Benoit Suvée, 
1791 and Eduard Daege, 1832 etc.).  
 
Figure 3.2 Dibutades, The Discovery of Drawing by Joseph Benoit Suvee, 1793 
 
Various paintings were produced depicting Dibutades and her lover, under the name 
“The Origin of Painting” in the 17th and 18th centuries (as in Figure 3.2). This myth is 
included in William Hayley's (2009: 9) poem “An Essay on Painting” writing in 
1778. As short extract from Epistle 1 is given here: 
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Inspir’d by thee, the soft Corinthian maid, 
Her graceful lover’s sleeping from portray’d: 
Her boding heart his near departure knew, 
Yet long’d to keep his image in her view: 
Pleas’d she beheld the steady shadow fall, 
By the clear lamp upon the even wall: 
The line she trac’d with fond precision true, 
And, drawing, doated on the form she drew.  
 
The moment Hayley describes could be the last night Dibutades and her lover are 
together before his departure. Before he vanishes from the sight of Dibutades, she 
tries to capture his essence, his being and his presence by holding on to his two-
dimensional silhouette: his shadow. The shadow of the young man is lifeless but the 
likeness it entails makes the image metaphoric. The trace of her lover’s physical 
form, not only works as a visual reminder, but also as a proof of his presence. They 
were once together, sharing the same time and space. The drawing on the wall 
contains the traces of the memory of the night spent together prior to the separation. 
It is a ghostly image at the threshold of nonexistence and existence. William J. T. 
Mitchell (2005: 66) reads this peculiar image as an outcome of “a desire, a symptom 
of a desire, a phantasmatic spectral trace of the desire to hold on to the loved one, to 
keep some trace of his life during his absence.” The shadow that is not fixed 
disappears when the young man walks away only the drawing on the wall remains. 
The silhouette is empty, only a contour is visible. The vague drawing on the wall that 
lacks any dimension, color and portrayal needs a memory in order to signify 
something different than acting as an evidence of the subject’s absence. The illusion 
of contact with the absent one requires an engagement with memory. Warner (2006: 
60) argues that, “the onlooker supplies features from memory, so that the act of 
looking and filling the shadow activates his or her memories.” Although the shadow 
preserved is flat and rough, the resembling form encourages one to fill the lacks and 
gaps with memories, which results in a vivid emotional engagement. Dibutades’ 
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shadow tracing expresses her desire to hold on to the image and memory of the 
beloved, which can be read as a rejection of departure. William J. T. Mitchell (2005: 
67) reads Dibutades’ shadow drawing as an indication of a wish for the young man’s 
death, a (disavowal) desire to substitute  
 a dead image for the living being. The picture is as much about ‘unbinding’ 
 the bonds of love, letting the young man depart, disintegrating the imaginary 
 unity of his existence into the separable parts of shadow, trace, and substance. 
 
Following Mitchell's interpretation, it can be said that, it is as if the young man's 
death makes his representation resurrect. The epitome; the dead image replaces the 
mortal body of the beloved and thus, is secured forever. The endless oscillation of 
Dibutades’ shadow image between presence and absence (the absent body and its 
present projection) is a crucial discussion in photographic discourse. Photography 
offers a technological way to preserve the shadow and memory of the absent or dead 
one. The invention of photography did not initiate the identification of subject and 
image but deepened the discussion. “What served in place of photograph; before the 
camera’s invention?” asks John Berger (1980:54). The expected response for Berger 
is that it was engraving, drawing and painting but in fact is his answer was; the 
memory. As if referring to the myth of Dibutades, for Berger (1980: 54) “what 
photographs do out there in space was previously done within reflection.” In this 
context, shadow tracing and death masks can be more closely related to photography 
than the engravings, drawings and portrait paintings that Berger mentions, because of 
their ability to copy directly from the real person and their attachment to the referent.  
Wax, plaster or clay is used to make a replica of a person’s face following death. 
Death masks, unlike embalming or waxing, do not include the dead body itself in the 
formation but there is a direct contact with the actual body. The deceased body is 
used to make the mold therefore unlike portrait paintings that although lacks a 
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physical contact these representations of the deceased are marked with an 
expressionless visual depiction. What differentiates death masks and photographs 
from other modes of representation is this special relation to its referent. In a 
painting, the referent must not be necessarily seen, whereas in death masks and 
photography without the referent they cannot occur. The three-dimensional epitome 
that invites the viewer to touch its form, records details from the deceased face such 
as scars, facial hairs, moles, wrinkles and so on. The death of the body is made 
visible in the surface and the form of the death masks. These masks can easily be 
discerned from live masks by the visual hints of death such as: sunken eyeballs, 
hollow cheeks, slightly parted lips, closed or half open eyelids and expressionless 
face. Their peculiarity comes from their relic status, which originates from their 
direct connection to their model/referent. Verschaffel (as cited in Warner, 2006: 25) 
comments; “with a death mask, the dead face is profanely resurrected as image.” 
They can be regarded as the predecessor of post-mortem photography as both of the 
rituals were practiced to commemorate the deceased and try to capture a memory 
before the inevitable corruption and decay of the dead body.  
 
From André Bazin to Susan Sontag, the connection between photograph and death 
mask has been articulated. Bazin in his 1960 article “The Ontology of the 
Photographic Image” makes an analogy between the presence of the photographic 
object in the world, and the death mask and fingerprint. Bazin (1960: 4-8) considers 
photography to be different from painting. It is a “practice of embalming the dead”, it 
“does not create eternity, as art does, it embalms time, rescuing it simply from its 
proper corruption.” For Bazin, in painting, there is only a mimetic resemblance, yet 
photography is similar to a relic or souvenir; it includes physical traces of the object 
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in contact therefore they can be regarded as having a “mummy-complex.” Bazin 
(1960: 7) states: 
 There is room, nevertheless, for a study of the psychology of the lesser plastic 
 arts, the molding of death masks, for example, which likewise involves a 
 certain automatic process. One might consider photography, in this sense as a 
 molding, the taking of an impression, by the manipulation of light.  
 
The face of the deceased is molded utilizing clay or plaster for a death mask. The 
faces of the living are molded by light for a photograph. Both the death mask and the 
photograph are about the visualization of the subject's finitude. For Bazin (1960: 8), 
that is why photographs are disturbing as they mummify the living rather than the 
deceased. In this sense, he writes about the “charm of the family albums” and renders 
the faces in family photographs in terms of technological versions of death masks. 
He (1960: 8) states:  
Those grey or sepia shadows, phantomlike and almost undecipherable, are no 
longer traditional family portraits but rather the disturbing presence of lives 
halted at a set moment in their duration, freed from their destiny; not, 
however, by the prestige of art but by the power of an impassive mechanical 
process.  
 
According to Bazin, the embalmed photographic representation is discomforting as it 
regards its subjects as dead, before their time. Although a death mask displays the 
face of the dead, it is not disturbing. On the contrary, photographs in family albums 
embalm the ones who are still living and therefore have an uncanny phantomlike 
quality. A similar metaphor can be found in Eduardo Cadava's (1998) definition of 
photography as a grave for the living. Like Bazin, for him, photography is not about 
the dead but for the “living dead.” He (1998: 10) writes; “A small funerary 
monument, the photograph is a grave for the living dead. It tells their history -a 
history of ghosts and shadows- and it does so because it is this history.” For Barthes 
(2000: 78), the photograph becomes horrible because “it certifies, so to speak, that 
the corpse is alive, as corpse: it is the living image of a dead thing.” Louis Kaplan in 
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his 2010 article named “Photograph/Death Mask: Jean-Luc Nancy's Recasting of the 
Photographic Image” claims that Jean-Luc Nancy’s analogy of photography and 
death mask has a challenging aspect. Different from the indexical approach of Bazin, 
Barthes or Sontag, for Kaplan, “Nancy recasts the photographic image as a mode of 
exposure”. Kaplan concentrates on Nancy’s understanding of the photographic image 
in terms of ‘absence as presence’. Photographic image as a death mask is considered 
by Jean-Luc Nancy (2005: 99) to be as follows: 
 The photograph itself, as a death mask [...] the instantaneous and always re 
 begun  image as the casting of presence in contact with light, the casting of a 
 presence fleeting into absence, which one neither captures or represents, but 
 which,  paradoxically, one thus contemplates (one comes into its templum, the 
 time of its framing). Contemporary contemplation of the eclipse of  the gaze 
 in the  ground of the imagination itself: schema of the same in its other.  
 
Bazin's ontological logic concerning photography, which emphasizes the photograph 
as an indexical trace of the real, can be followed in the work of many critics of 
photography. For Roland Barthes (2000: 77), the reference is the “founding order” of 
photography in the sense that the referent is inseparable from the photograph. He 
explains the close relation between the photograph and its referent by focusing on the 
first reaction of a subject when encountering a photograph. One immediately says, 
“this is me” rather than saying “this is a picture of me”. That is why a photograph, as 
a distinct object, is invisible and unclassifiable and thus, in a similar way, Elizabeth 
Edwards, (1999: 223) calls photographs as “transparent objects.” Barthes (2000: 5-6) 
suggests that, “photography always carries its referent with itself,” “is never 
distinguished from the referent,” “they are glued together,” and “the referent 
adheres.” This is what makes the photograph invisible and transparent and thus this 
assigns a spectral quality to photographs. The image and its association with the 
referent predominates the gaze. Despite seeing the materiality of the photograph 
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itself as an object, one tends to recognize the referent and a memory work prevails. 
The transparency of photographs assigns them the power of bringing the absent one 
nearby. An illusionary proximity is created by the photographic image. Therefore, it 
is hard to concentrate on the photograph itself and differentiate the referent from the 
representation. These two cannot be separated, as with the photograph and its 
materiality. This tight connection between the image and the reference deepens when 
one thinks about the idea that points to the photograph's ability to include the trace of 
its referent. For Susan Sontag (1979), the photograph is not only a basic 
interpretation of the real but it includes a trace belonging to the referent. Photography 
is, for her (1979: 154): 
 something directly stenciled off the real, like a footprint or a death mask. 
 While a painting, even one that meets photographic standards of resemblance, 
 is never more than the stating of an interpretation, a photograph is never less 
 than the registering of an emanation (light waves reflected by objects) a 
 material vestige of its subject in a way that no painting can be.  
 
What is unique for a photograph is its ability to physically touch the referent via the 
light waves. Many critics elaborate on this special touch of light. Sontag (cited in 
Barthes, 2000: 80) says “the photograph of the missing being, will touch me like the 
delayed rays of star.” John Berger (1980: 54) explains this special phenomenon 
writing; “unlike any other visual image, a photograph is not a rendering, an imitation 
or an interpretation of its subject, but actually a trace of it.” Similarly, Alan Sekula 
(1983: 218) describes the essence of photography as “the physical traces of their 
objects”, while Rosalinda Kraus (as cited in Batchen, 2002: 144) defines it as “a kind 
of deposit of the real itself.” Barthes (2000: 80) also comments on this idea and 
emphasizes the photograph’s connection with the subject by writing: 
Photography is literally an emanation of the referent. From a real body, which 
was there proceed radiations which ultimately touch me, who am here... a sort 
of umbilical cord links the body of the photographed thing to my gaze.  
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Therefore, it can be said that, the uniqueness of photographs comes from the ability 
of the camera, which not only sees the world and the subjects, but is also touched by 
them. In photographs, the focus is on the referent that enables contemplation, 
memory and evocation, yet it is the materiality allows this dialogue.  
  
Photography, (which for Talbot; is “like a shadow” or as Berger writes; is “like a 
reflection” or as Wendell Holmes states; is “like a mirror”), has usually been 
associated with representations having a close link with their referent. The inventor 
of the positive–negative photographic process Henry Talbot Fox describes 
photography as the art of fixing the shadow “the most transitory of things, a 
shadow... may be fettered by the spells of our 'natural magic', and may be fixed 
forever” (as cited in Warner, 2006: 205).   Following his description of photography, 
the advertising slogan for post-mortem photographs in the 18th century became: 
“Secure the Shadow, Ere the Substance Fade / Let nature imitate what Nature made” 
(Ruby, 1995: 1). The photograph's ability to capture the image along with the 
shadow and trace of the referent can also be observed in the popular understanding of 
photography. Jay Ruby (1995: 48) quotes a letter from Victorian era, in which is 
writing, 
It is not merely the likeness, which is precious- but the association and the 
sense of nearness involved in the thing… the fact of the very shadow of the 
person lying there fixed forever.  
 
The invention of photography and the use of a photograph as a memorial object and 
its relation to the referent also echoed in the Ottoman Empire when the following 
news appeared in Takvim-i Vekayi newspaper, on 28.10.1839; “Fransalı Daguerre 
adlı marifet sahibinin cilveli bir ayna üzerinde güneş ışığının yankı yaptırıp, 
nesnelerin hatlarını çıkardığı” and “bazı saklanması gereken şeylerin böyle zapt 
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edilebileceği düşünülecek olursa, bunun ne kıymetli bir icat olduğunun anlaşılacağı 
(as cited in Özendeş 1999: 9).  For Peter Schwenger (2000: 397), the use of shadow 
in connection with photography has various resonances: “It refers first of all to an 
image; it pertains especially to a reflected image, as in a mirror; in contrast with 
substance, it is an unreal appearance.” Here, once again, the tension between the 
absence of the substance and the presence of its projection appears. The “unreal 
appearance” (Schwenger, 2000: 397), tends to fill the void of the missing 
presence/referent. The desire to bring the departed closer, or recalling the deceased 
with photography further developed the analogies with photography.  
 
Different from shadow and mirror reflections, photography also has a spectral 
quality. This unreal quality of the shadow recalls the supernatural entities that are 
represented as “airy ethereal, incomplete and partially present - gossamer reflections 
upon the air.” (Harvey 2007: 19) In this sense, it is not accidental that the words and 
concepts such as: shadow, reflection, specter, ghost, phantom, spirit and revenant are 
used interchangeable with photographic images. Since its invention, photographs 
have been mentioned in terms of the ghostly. For Bazin (1960: 8) photographs are 
“phantomlike.” For Susan Bruce (2007: 26) photographs are “like ghosts, possess the 
qualities of a revenant: they return from the past, ushering their content into our 
presence with an imperious insistence that we recognize and acknowledge them” 
while Kracauer (cited in Bruce, 2007: 25) writes, “the image wanders ghostlike 
through the present.” Bruce (2007: 27) describes the analogy between the 
photographs and ghosts as follows: 
 Unlike a painting, the photograph is a medium through which the traced 
 image of the sitter reappears to us. So too, the ghost: like the photograph, a 
 ghost is not an image or an interpretation of the living person from whence he 
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 or she sprung, but a trace, an emanation, a shadow of it- a radically 
 contingent identity and not an emblematic likeness.  
 
Such descriptions are all about the lacking substance of the deceased, (the absence of 
the being, a dead body) yet, at the same time, the presence of the airy, ghostlike 
memory in the form of a photographic representation is acknowledged. Barthes 
(2000: 14) while meditating on the close relation between photography and death 
describes how photography turns him into a specter:  
The photograph represents that very subtle moment when, to tell the truth, I 
am neither subject nor object but a subject who feels he is becoming an 
object: I then experience a micro version of death (of parenthesis): I am truly 
becoming a specter.  
 
After the camera takes a snapshot of Barthes, he turns out to be a specter that is 
materialized with his photographic epitome. Barthes feels in the threshold of 
becoming an object, that is to say dead. Having his photograph taken makes him a 
specter.44 Taking this into account, it is understandable why in some cultures people 
will not have their photograph taken. This idea emanates from the subjects soul is 
taken literally and it is believed that the camera has the power to steal some part of 
the referent's essence. Hence, photographers are called dreadful names such as 
“shadow-catchers, soul-stealers, face-takers, shadow men, face pullers and face-
peelers” (Warner, 2006: 189). According to Felix Nadar, the famous French 
photographer, Honoré de Balzac had a similar fear of being photographed. He 
                                                
44 The philosophical search on the meaning of photography continued among the critics. In relation to 
the ontological research on what a photograph is, its spectral quality is elaborated. John Harvey’s 
research on the tradition of spirit photography, which claims to visualize the actual spirits does not 
associate the relation between photograph and spirits in a metaphoric way, but claims to fix the 
images of the spirits on a photographic paper. In this context Harvey (2007:19) argues “the invention 
of photography, a medium and technology associated with transparencies, fluids, vapors and 
materializing images, which was thus particularly akin and adapted to visualizing spirits.” He (2007: 
26) further explains the convergence between photography and spiritualism as follows: “They share a 
common goal -to create an enduring image. Whereas photography strove to produce a permanent 
print, spiritualists searched for a permanent paranormal object- the abiding evidence of ephemeral 
phenomena. Photographing spirits involved collaboration of two mediums - a spiritualist sensitive and 
a light-sensitive plate. In the photographer’s darkroom and the dark room of the séance practitioners 
both often conduct their business under a ruby-colored light.” 
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developed a “theory of specters” in order to justify his reluctance to pose for a 
camera (Alliez, 2007: 8). For Balzac, the physical body is made up of spectral layers. 
The photographic process could not take place without the transfer of the substance 
of the model. So, when one poses in front of the camera, one layer from the ghostlike 
images that forms the physical body is being lifted and transferred to the sensitive 
plate. His theory is narrated in the memoirs of Nadar (as cited in Sontag, 1979: 158): 
 Every body in its natural state was made up of a series of ghostly images 
 superimposed in layers to infinity, wrapped in infinitesimal films […] Man 
 never having been able to create, that is to make something material from an 
 apparition, from something impalpable, or to make from nothing, an object –
 each Daguerreian operation was therefore going to lay hold of, detach, and 
 use up one of the layers of the body on which it focused. 
 
In this sense, the constant posing for a camera can result in one losing his/her soul.  
Sontag (1979:161) observes that in contemporary society, there is not a tendency to 
share Balzac's dread of cameras. On the contrary, she comments that people from 
industrialized societies “seek to have their photographs taken- feel that they are 
images, and are made real by photographs.” Even though, the dread of being 
photographed is not an issue in many societies, the belief that photographs capture 
the soul somehow continues. Sontag (1979:161) gives an example: “Some trace of 
the magic remains: for example, in our reluctance to tear up or throw away the 
photograph of a loved one, especially of someone dead or far away.” For Barthes 
(1981:93) rejecting a photographs memory value is only possible with its physical 
destruction: “the only way I can transform the photograph is into refuse: either the 
drawer or the wastebasket.” To cut, tear or burn a photograph is regarded by Mayor 
as “a violent, frightening hysterical action, which leaves behind indexical wounds 
and irreparable scars.” (cited in Edwards, 1999: 226) The strong tendency to 
disregard the photographic object and focus on the referent itself can be seen. In this 
context, the myth about cameras stealing the soul of the model, can be read as an 
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idea that emphasizes the indexical approach to photography. As Sontag writes, 
“being a trace, or a ‘literal impression of light’, the photograph is not an imitation but 
a reproduction of its subject, and consequently the ‘relation of image to sitter [is] that 
of a radically contingent identity, rather than an emblematic likeness’” (cited in 
Bruce, 2007: 27). In this sense, Balzac’s understanding of photography in which one 
becomes the image itself by lending a layer from one's very own soul, assigns a relic 
status to the photograph. According to him, photograph not only involves a trace 
from the referent, but also a part of his/her soul. That is why, when the photograph 
separated from the referent, it starts to wander around like a specter.  
 
 
3.2 Melancholia of Relic Photographs in Mourning  
    The photograph of the missing being, will touch me  
    like the delayed rays of star.  
            Susan Sontag45  
 
Mourning in the simplest sense, is a set of cultural rituals and taboos that marks 
isolation from the society as a result of grief over the loss of someone. Although 
some core elements and behaviors may be discerned, mourning rituals vary among 
different cultures and according to the demographic features of the deceased and they 
change over time. Mourning practices are about the transition process of the 
survivors in which they enter the period “through rites of separation and emerge 
from it through rites of reintegration into society.” (Gennep, 2008: 214). Arnold van 
Gennep (2008: 214) describes this period as the “rites of the lifting of mourning.” 
The social status of the subject when s/he dies (becoming no longer present in his/her 
                                                
45 (Cited in Barthes, 2000: 80.) 
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physical being) transforms to the position of non-being. Burial procedures alter the 
dead subject's non-being status, to a non-visible, untouchable and unreachable 
position. As such, funeral ceremonies as a part of the rite of separation usually focus 
on the symbolic transmission of the deceased into the world of the dead, a route into 
the otherness, a passage from subject to object. Julia Kristeva’s concept of abject is 
relevant here as in Powers of Horror (1982) she elaborates on bodily boundaries and 
reviews the status of the dead body. For her abject is what is thrown away. It is about 
bodily substances such as feces, mucus, semen, blood, vomit, milk, urine and even 
food. Abject causes disgust and calls into question the borders of the body and the 
autonomy of the identity. It includes the disgusting and the unspeakable. The 
boundaries between the clean, proper body and the abject, the borders of inside and 
outside of the body are always indefinite and insecure. Hence, abjection is actually 
an attempt to establish the margins of the self by expelling what is non-self. Being 
the part of the body and the self, what is expelled cannot fully be rejected. Kristeva 
(1982: 4) writes that; “It is […] not lack of cleanliness or health that causes abjection 
but what disturbs identity, system order. What does not respect borders, positions, 
rules. The in-between, the ambiguous, the composite...”. The whole body can also be 
regarded as abject when it changes state and becomes total waste. Death turns the 
living body to a functionless waste. The corpse as the embodiment of losing 
subjectivity is the ultimate other for a subject. It is the decaying that is to be thrown 
away; it is the extreme waste for a subject. As Kristeva (1982: 3) argues; 
If dung signifies the other side of the border, the place where I am not and 
which permits me to be, the corpse, the most sickening of wastes, is a border 
that has encroached upon everything. It is no longer I who expel, “I” is 
expelled. The border has become an object. How can I be without border? 
 
A corpse is the highest reminder for a person of his/her own vulnerability in the face 
of death. With Kristeva’s concept of abject in mind focusing on the imagery of the 
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deceased body in the funerary rituals, it can be seen that the corpse oscillates 
between subject/object positions. After death, the subject becomes the other. Yet, the 
strong connection with its past keeps it on the border of life especially when it is 
defined as not living anymore but was once alive. In this context, Susan Bruce (2007: 
32) emphasizes the liminal aspect of post-mortem photographs as follows:  
 Positioning both the viewer and the object of the viewer’s gaze in the same 
 liminal space, the image, in so doing rehearses its own liminality, that to 
 which  all postmortem photographs ultimately gesture and refer, wherein the 
 subject’s body is suspended between the place of the dead and the place of 
 the living, no longer alive, but not yet buried-and being, in this respect also, 
 a medium (something intermediate between two degrees, a middle state).  
 
Peter Schwenger (2000) in his article “Corpsing the Image”, in relation to Kristeva’s 
arguments on abject, reflected on the horror of seeing a corpse. For him one can 
neither see his/her own corpse, nor look upon death. What one encounters is the 
death of the other one and the effects of death. If a corpse is in question, than death 
had already taken place and gone and what remains is disturbing. He argues (2000: 
400) “For we cannot help but identify the recognizable image of the departed, that 
shadow without living substance, with the other's self. […] The face in the coffin 
fascinates us because it is a reflection of our own” and that is why, the corpse and its 
photograph is disturbing. 
 
Hallam and Hockey (2001) in Death, Memory and Material Culture argue that, in 
western cultures, the body of the deceased, for the sake of tolerable memories, is 
presented as if “at rest” via embalming, restoration, cosmetic retouch and the use of 
clothing that temporarily delays and conceals decomposition. For them (2001: 132) 
all these efforts are undertaken for the sake of a “memory picture- the last 
compelling image of the deceased- that may be retained by the relatives.” In this 
context, John Troyer (2007: 22), in his article “Embalmed Visions” discusses how 
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the 19th century preservation technologies altered the human corpse and transformed 
it into something new “a dead body that looked alive.” For Troyer, this causes the 
corpse to be represented as if alive, resulting in a semantic shift in the image of the 
dead body. In that period, the embalmers began to copy the aesthetics of post-
mortem photography. With such an effort to produce a deep sleep effect “a specific 
kind of ‘alive but dead’ human body is produced.” (Troyer, 2007: 25). One can say 
that if the “corpse is regarded as the material manifestation of death,” (Hallam and 
Hockney, 2001: 132) all these efforts and modifications made on the deceased body 
are a pointless struggle to tame death, to conceal the abject dead body of the 
deceased. For Hallam and Hockney (2001: 133) such efforts aim to represent the 
corpse as the person was when they were alive and they explain this tendency to 
refashion the corpse46 as follows: 
 Strategies for representations to refigure the corpse according to culturally 
 recognizable codes, conventions and styles, attempting to recover the corpse 
 as that which otherwise threatens to be absolutely lost. Thus, acts of memory 
 making, manifested in the fashioning of memorial bodies, draw the receding 
 corpse back into the social system, in attempts to 'fix' it as a visual material 
 likeness of self or other in a stabilized opposition.  
 
The corpse as abject is a disturbing image, yet the dead body of the loved one will 
also decompose.47 In this sense, memory practices aim not to remind one of the dead 
body as abject, but to rescue the memory of the loved one. This is achieved with the 
                                                
46 Funerary rites and regulations in Islam do not include any kind of modification of the dead body. In 
Islam the dead body should be buried as soon as possible. Washing the dead body, shrouding, burying 
and praying for it (mevlüt) are the four principles that must be carried out. The dead body should 
touch the earth, which is why coffins are not allowed. (Qasmi, 2006: 342).  
   
47 The corpse is disturbing imagery, yet for Barthes (2000:117-119), every photograph is disturbing, 
mad and scandalous because of its paradoxical relation to time and its claim about the inevitable death 
in the future. In this sense, similar to Hallam and Hockney’s (2001:133) reading of the efforts of 
refigure the dead body, Barthes (2000: 118) writes about two strategies that societies use to tame and 
domesticate the madness of the photographs. First is to consider photography in the domain of art, 
because in this way the essence of “that-has-been” is forgotten. A photograph without its “that-has-
been” quality is mute and cannot be disturbing anymore. The second way of taming is to generalize 
and banalize photographs Barthes explains it as “to generalize, to gregarize, banalize it until it is no 
longer confronted by the image in relation to which it can mark itself, assert its special character, its 
scandal, its madness.” 
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physical remains of the dead body that recalls a totality of the absent one; the relics. 
Drawing on Freud’s 1913 book, Totem and Taboo, Pierre Fédida (2003) describes 
the function of the relic in mourning. A relic is defined as a sacred object that is 
preserved from the deceased. The fragment from the disappeared body (such as hair, 
teeth, bone and cloth) both functions to present a recollection of its totality and to 
ensure that the dead will not return. For Fédida, (2003: 62) the relic “legitimizes a 
visibility of the hidden” that is to say the decomposition of the corpse. In this sense, 
for him (2003: 64), the relic that is the “derisory and repugnant remnant” replaces the 
corpse and eases the anxiety that the visual depiction of the loved one’s decomposing 
body causes. M. Stone-Richards (2003: 53) considered the relic to be a mediator 
between the living and the dead that “protects the subject against the encounter with 
its own death, or, more precisely, the representation of its own death.”48 In this 
conceptualization of the relic, one can easily situate photography as it can also be 
considered as an image left behind. As Richard Stamelman (1990: 263) explains “the 
photograph, like a relic, is marked by traces of the absent other.” 
 
This relic status of photography makes it an indispensable part of retrospection, 
memory, mourning and rituals from the very beginning of its invention. The 
association between photography, melancholia and loss has been practiced in many 
mourning rituals through out the centuries. In the post-mortem and memorial 
photography tradition, belonging to mourning rituals, particularly in America and 
Europe in the 19th century (Burns, 1990; Norfleet, 1993; Ruby, 1995 and Batchen, 
                                                
48 Hallam and Hockney (2001: 134) writes that “Medieval transi tombs were often inscribed with 
messages from the dead encouraging the viewer to look upon the figure of the 'decaying corpse', 
which made conventional announcements such as: 'Stand, seeing in me, who is eaten by worms, what 
you will be. I, who was once young and beautiful to look on.” This message from the deceased to the 
living that focuses on the imaginary of the decaying body can also be found in texted photographs as a 
theme. Some photo poems particularly recall the dead body that is buried. The reader is being invited 
to remember the transience of life through the photographs.  
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2004) various kinds of relics work together. Along with a photograph of the 
deceased, fragments from the dead body are used to replace the dead body and 
secure the memory of the beloved. For Sontag (1979: 80), “Photography inevitably 
entails a certain patronizing of reality. From being “out there”, the word comes to be 
“inside” photographs…” For a grieving subject, the last image of the loved one 
before his/her burial reflects the desire to possess the subject in another form that can 
replace his/her existence. The dead body is interchanged with the hybrid 
daguerreotype which functions as a sacralized relic. In this sense, the addition of 
human hair to mourning objects was already a common practice by the early decades 
of the 19th century. As Thomas Lacquer (as cited in Batchen, 2004: 37) notes; 
Hair began to enjoy a new prominence as the raw material of memory. It 
became the corporeal auto icon par excellence, the favored synecdoche -the 
real standing for the symbolic- perhaps not eternally incorruptible but long 
lasting enough, a bit of a person that lives eerily on as a souvenir.  
 
Batchen (2004: 37) continues to explore the additions to the photographic image and 
writes “hair, intimate yet easily detached, is of course a convenient and pliable stand-
in for the whole body of the missing, memorialized subject”. Not only hair but also 
some other materials are added to the daguerreotype cases such as a piece of a cloth. 
The addition of the fabric that once touched the skin of a long-dead one turns the 
remembrance of the subject into both “haptic and optical experience” conjoining past 
and present (Batchen, 2004: 41). Memorial photographs can be interpreted as 
souvenirs that act as reminders of personal experience or commemorative keepsakes 
standing in for the totality of the absent one. Susan Steward (2003:137) considers the 
photograph as a kind of souvenir that follows the “logical extension of the pressed 
flower, the preservation of an instant in time through a reduction of physical 
dimensions and a corresponding increase in significance supplied by means of a 
narrative.” Similar to this conceptualization, memorial photographs functioning as 
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relics are like an extension of the loved one’s existence. The image of the deceased is 
like a “pressed flower” hiding a web of memories. Barthes’ (as cited in Edwards, 
1999: 230) describes it as the “there-then becomes the here-now.” 
 
Margaret Gibson (2004: 289) conceptualizes “melancholy objects” as memorialized / 
remembered objects that are essential to grieving and that are central to the memory 
of mourning.49 They are “the affective remainder or residual trace of sadness and 
longing in non-forgetting.” According to Gibson (2004: 285-290), some objects 
function as “metaphorical and metonymic traces of corporeal absence.” Melancholy 
objects stand in for the absence, especially in the process of mourning. Among the 
material possessions of the deceased/mourner, photography has a particular place. 
Clothing belonging to the deceased as a melancholy objects are marked by the user’s 
body size, shape and odor that enable immediacy, which is not present in 
photography. The immediacy allows a bridging of the separation caused by space 
and time maybe momentary, however, clothing lacks the body of the deceased 
whereas, photography visualizes the body of the departed providing a memory of the 
body. In this context, Gibson discusses how melancholy objects are used to 
remember and mourn in ways that shift. She gives an example from an interview she 
conducted in which the interviewee told how she held the photograph of her father to 
her chest close to her heart. Gibson (2004: 291) interprets this act as follows:  
 When a person presses a photograph to their chest they are not looking at the 
 photograph. Lisa [the interviewee] is holding a photograph like it is a body, 
                                                
49 Gibson uses the concept of the “transitional object” in order to analyze mourning through objects 
which is a term that Winnicott developed in his 1971 book Playing and Reality while researching on 
childhood development in relation to toys and tensions between attachment and separation. He assigns 
a magical power to the transitional objects (such as teddy bears and dolls) that protects and comforts 
the child, which is in fact an expression of the pain caused by the absence of the mother. He writes, 
(as cited in Gibson, 2004: 288) “It is not the object, of course, that is transitional. The object 
represents the infant’s transition from the state of being merged with the mother to a state of being in 
relation to the mother as something outside and separate.” 
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 her father’s body. Even a photograph, then, can be a form – like a body or a 
 body object such as clothing. Through its use, and the particularity of its 
 significance to an individual’s memory and grieving, objects can be 
 transformed in ways that are antithetical to their assumed objective, 
 material form.  
 
In this example, the photograph functions as a relic that recalls and replaces the 
departed father’s body, which allows both a physical (pressing the photograph to the 
chest) and an imaginary (recalling a now distant experience of a hugging) embrace.  
 
 
The “transparency of the photograph” is a crucial peculiarity of photographs that one 
should mention in this discussion (Edwards, 1999: 223). Photographs are transparent 
objects in which its intimacy with the referent allows one to overlook their material 
quality. Both the photograph’s invisibility as an object and its simultaneous 
materiality allow such interactions such as hugging or weeping over an image or 
actions such as; framing, cutting, pinning on a wall, carrying in a locket or putting 
under the pillow (Figure 3.3). Batchen, (as cited in Edwards, 1999: 223) comments 
on the transparency character of photographs by writing: “in order to see what the 
photograph is of we must first suppress our consciousness of what the photograph is 
in material terms.” In this sense, the photograph as a melancholic, relic / transparent 
object that includes the traces of the absent and replaces the deceased body, which 
makes it an inseparable part of mourning rituals. 
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Figure 3.3 Examples of photographs carried in lockets and pins. 
(From the collection of the author) 
 
Mourning theory was conceptualized initially by scholars from the psychoanalytic 
paradigm. Sigmund Freud’s (1917:243) article “Mourning and Melancholia” is one 
of the first conceptualizations of the phenomenon. Freud’s definition of mourning50 
was not limited to the reaction of the mourner facing the death of a loved one, but 
also comprises the response towards the loss of several abstractions such as; country, 
liberty and ideals. Mourning can also be experienced when the object of love is lost, 
though not necessarily by a literal death. Freud gives the jilted bride as an example; 
“Mourning names an experience of grief and a process of working through during 
which the mourner relinquishes emotional ties to the lost object.” (Clewell, 2004) 
                                                
50 Freud’s theorization of the responses and emotions associated with mourning has altered over time. 
“Mourning and melancholia” was part of his early mourning theory. Freud’s later works, (differing 
from his initial conceptualization of a successful mourning process that should ideally come to an 
end) acknowledge the endlessness of mourning. The identification process, which is defined as a 
character of melancholia is redefined as also a part of mourning in his articles considering World War 
I and The Ego and the Id (1923). 
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According to Freud, there might be two reactions towards the loss (towards the literal 
death or symbolic loss): mourning and melancholia. “Normal” mourning and 
“pathological” melancholia have similarities such as the initial denial of the loss and 
refusing to acknowledge it, “profoundly painful dejection, cessation of interest in the 
outside world, loss of the capacity to love, [and] inhibition of all activity.” (Freud, 
1917: 244) Melancholia makes use of some characteristics of mourning but operates 
in a much more complicated way for the reason that melancholia includes the loss of 
self-esteem. As Freud (1917: 246) writes; “in mourning the world has become 
impoverished and empty, during melancholia, it is the ego itself…” For the 
melancholic, not only the world that surrounds him/her is worthless, but also the ego. 
Freud further explains the situation by using examples from his patients. In 
pathological melancholic patients, the subject is aware of the loss that causes the 
depression but is not fully conscious of what has been lost in him/her, in Freud’s 
(1917:245) words; “he knows whom he has lost but not what he has lost in him.” 
This is where mourning and melancholia differs, in the former the loss is not 
unconscious, however, in the latter the object-loss is withdrawn from consciousness. 
According to the Freudian mourning theory, certain recovery follows only when the 
patient emotionally detaches from the lost object and reattaches his/her freed libido 
to a substitute object. For Freud, mourning must come to an end but melancholia is 
pathological and characterized not as a process that has an end, but as a state of mind 
thus, it is unsuccessful mourning. Melancholia is an unconscious denial of loss that 
blocks mourning. In both mourning and melancholia, there is an involuntary forced 
withdrawal from the object cathexis51, which results in an ego that is protesting (as it 
denies the loss) and an experience that is painful. In this context, mourning through 
                                                
51 Cathexis is the term used by psychoanalytic theory to refer to the psychic and emotional charge 
attached to the loved objects. 
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relic photographs, can be read as a resistance to withdraw from the object cathexis. 
The melancholic replaces the actual absent body of the deceased with an image and 
connects to it through its representation, in order not to let it go. The mourner after 
some time accepts the reality and releases the loved object. In a successful recovery, 
the mourner manages to be reconnected to an alternative substitute object. Yet, the 
melancholic self destructively stays loyal to the loved object. The detachment from 
the loved object is made by the labor of memory. Freud (1917: 244) writes:  
 Each single one of the memories and expectations in which the libido is 
 bound to the object is brought up and hyper-cathected, and detachment of the 
 libido is accomplished in respect of it. (…) When the work of mourning is 
 completed the  ego becomes free and uninhibited again.  
 
For Clewell (2004: 244), this work of mourning described by Freud involves “a kind 
of hyper-remembering, a process of obsessive recollection during which the survivor 
resuscitates the existence of the lost other in the space of the psyche, replacing an 
actual absence with an imaginary presence.” In the process of mourning, the mourner 
passionately remembers all the memories that are related with the deceased. Via the 
memory work and the “imaginary presence”, the dead person continues to exist as 
Woodward (1993: 85) comments that in Freudian theory, mourning is portrayed, as a 
“dizzying phantasmagoria of memory.” In this context, it is relevant to return to 
Gibson's essay “Melancholia Objects” (2004: 293) in which she writes that the 
memory of the deceased is tied to places, objects, bodies and images and cannot be 
remembered as pure abstraction thus, Gibson explains that is why people grieve with 
and through melancholia objects. Photography, as a melancholia object, triggers the 
hyper-remembering process as described by Freud. For Marcel Proust, memory 
cannot be triggered by a voluntary act, similar to Gibson's conceptualization of 
melancholy objects, but rather a flash of memory can be created via objects that do 
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not necessarily belong to the deceased. The recollection is a matter of chance and 
closely connected to the senses. As Wood (2011: 111) argues: 
 We don't recall the past, he [Proust] says, until we stumble into a sensation, 
 catch an old scent or the sight of an old glove. The old scent reminds us that 
 life is  beautiful, and we are enchanted; the old glove reminds us that we still 
 love those who are dead, and we burst into tears. In both cases we have 
 regained a reality we thought we had lost.  
 
In this sense, the hybrid daguerreotypes (as in Figure 4.17) that include fragments 
from the deceased body such as hair, handwritten notes, fabric that once touched the 
body of the departed, can be interpreted as tools for the melancholic that refuses to 
dissolve their attachment to the object cathexis. Such photographic objects acting as 
a keepsake that create an “imaginary presence” (Clewell, 2004: 244), along with the 
hyper-remembering process that Freud theorized. The additional relics encourage an 
involuntary memory by work that includes the role of sight, touch and smell. Such 
haptic photographic keepsakes created after death, can be seen in Proustian terms, 
which may create a sensation through an involuntary memory process. Furthermore, 
the melancholic, by reviving the lost other in their memory, tries to recover a part of 
themselves. Via the process of memory, the subject reclaims the part of self that is 
projected to the other. The borders between the self and the lost one become vague to 
the melancholic. That explains why the melancholic fastens on to the object related 
to the lost one so eagerly. Moreover, this give an answer as to why relics 
representing the totality of the absent body become so sacralized. A locket (as in the 
examples shown in Figure 3.3) containing a photograph and lock of hair of the 
departed carried near the heart can be an example of how grief is visualized and 
materialized through mourning objects. The death of a loved one is not only a loss of 
the beloved, but also a threat to the melancholic's coherent identity. In the creating 
attachment to the lost object, the melancholic sacrifices the self. This kind of a 
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melancholic understanding from Freud's perspective is one in which losing the loved 
one results in losing the self can be materialized in photography being “a form for 
realizing losses inevitable in our life” (Prosser, 2005: 12) including the inevitable 
death of the self. Saghafi (2000: 102) in his article “Phantasmphotography” 
expresses this peculiar connection between photography and melancholy as a 
structure of the image as follows:  
 Photography, or the photographic event, assumes the mortality […] the 
 possibility of the loss or death of the photographed. In order for photography 
 to be at all possible, its most rudimentary requirement dictates that 
 photographs be able to circulate freely, separated from the presence of the 
 photographed. Each photograph, then, functions as the announcement of the 
 absence or death of what is photographed […]. The photographic structure 
 is what makes the bereaved memories of a mourning-yet-to come possible. 
 
Whether or not the image depicts the alive (but departed), dying or dead, 
photography itself, in essence, is a tool of mourning, especially for the melancholic 
that denies letting the memory of the departed fade away. Photography is marked 
with melancholy mostly because of its close connection with memory and ability to 
indicate absence and mark loss. Jay Prosser (2005: 1) in Light in the Dark Room: 
Photography and Loss argues: 
 We treat photographs as if they had a kind of presence. […] Photography is 
 the medium in which we unconsciously encounter the dead. Yet herein lies 
 photography’s hidden truth. Photographs are not signs of presence but 
 evidence of absence. Or rather the presence of a photograph indicates its 
 subject’s absence. Photographs contain a realization of loss.  
 
Photography makes us be aware of the missing referent, even though it is still 
possible to see the absent one in photographs. However, unlike traditional beliefs, 
that find an essence in a photographic portrait, such images do evoke only absence 
and are inherently melancholic. 
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Photographs that oscillate between absence and presence have been associated with 
melancholia and loss by many authors writing critical literature. Barthes (2000: 79) 
directly discusses the melancholy of photography linking melancholy with time in 
which, that has been quality of all photographs suggests that the subject in the image 
is already dead, but continues to live in the image. For Barthes (2000: 90) 
photography is melancholic because it is “without future (this is its pathos, its 
melancholy).” Absence is inherent in the core of each photograph. A moment that 
had certainly ended, a memento-mori quality and transience that Freud discusses in 
relation to melancholia mark every photograph. In Sontag's (1979: 67) On 
Photography there is a chapter entitled “Melancholy Objects” in which she argues 
that, “the effectiveness of photography’s statement of loss depends on its steadily 
enlarging of the familiar iconography of mystery, mortality, transience.” The 
melancholia arises from the feeling of distance and separation from reality. The 
photograph by its nature is removed from its original context in a temporal and 
spatial term and is re-contextualized. The ability of a photograph to record the 
unrepeatable essence of the passed moment is what makes photography melancholic 
for Sontag. Kristeva (1987: 1), considering the poignancy of the ephemeral quality of 
life and on losing the loved one, states that “conscious that we are destined to lose 
our loves, we are perhaps even more grieved to notice in our lover the shadow of a 
loved object, already lost.” Her use of the word shadow can be seen to be associated 
with photographs. This transient quality of life was elaborated by Freud in his 1916 
essay “On Transience” in relation to World War I in which he reassesses his 
mourning theory. He begins recalling a talk he had with two friends (one of them is a 
poet) on a summer walk just before the war. Freud’s melancholic friends expressed 
their unease about the inevitable destruction of the natural beauty that surrounded 
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them and were unable to enjoy the summer view. Freud (1916: 305) opposes his 
pessimistic friends and by emphasizing, the “transient value” of nature says that the 
limitation of enjoyment is what raises its value. By linking themes of beauty, 
transience, and mourning Freud continues his essay analyzing the reaction of his 
friends in not being able to enjoy the nature of beauty and explains that the impact of 
transience forces their minds to foretaste mourning over a loss.52  
 
Transience is also an important aspect in the discussion on the materiality of 
photographs. Photographs and paper collectibles53 are named after the biological 
term ephemera that refer to insects and flowers that live only one day. Due to the 
transitory, fleeting, and temporary quality of the photographic paper the image fades 
away and will eventually disappear. Like human beings the life span of the 
photograph, being made of paper is also limited. Barthes (2000: 93) writes on the 
ephemeral quality of the photograph in the following passage: 
 Not only does it commonly have the fate of paper (perishable), but even if it 
 is attached to more lasting supports, it is still mortal: like a living organism, it 
                                                
52 “On Transience” Freud (1916: 306) repeats his conceptualization of mourning but then asks why 
detaching the libido from the loss object is a painful process. He writes: “But why it is that this 
detachment of libido from its objects should be such a painful process is a mystery to us and we have 
not hitherto been able to frame any hypothesis to account for it. We only see that libido clings to its 
objects and will not renounce those that are lost even when a substitute lies ready at hand. Such then is 
mourning.” This new observation of pain reflects that Freud, for the first time in his writing on 
mourning, acknowledges that it may not be as uncomplicated and clear-cut as he had assumed. He 
concludes by saying that there is not a sufficient answer that explains why the mourner experiences 
pain and why there is a clinging to the lost object. For him it is a mystery. This question marks a 
crucial point in his development of the late mourning theory. In “Beyond the Pleasure Principle” 
(1920) where Freud theorizes drives, including the death instinct, he writes his well-known passage 
about the child game fort/da (gone/there). Via explaining the game, Freud claims that one learns the 
ultimate loss: death, by rehearsing it. The child playing fort/da game is actually rehearsing the loss of 
his mother in which compensation of her absence is followed. In this structure of fort/da, Freud again 
elaborates on the tension on the detachment from the loved one. In “Inhibitions, Symptoms and 
Anxiety” (1926), he continues to think on the reaction of a child’s on his/her mother’s absence, and 
returns the question of pain he raised in “On Transience” and poses the question: “when does 
separation from an object produce anxiety, when does it produce mourning and when does it produce, 
it may be, only pain” which he did not answer (1916: 169). 
 
53 Ephemera are the general technical name given to the category that includes paper collectibles such 
as: photographs, stamps, tickets, letters, flyers, invoices, postcards etc. in the domain of antique 
markets. 
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 is born on the level of the sprouting silver grains, it flourishes a moment, than 
 ages… Attacked by light, by humidity, it fades, weakens, vanishes; there is 
 nothing left to do but throw it away.  
 
Sontag (1979: 70) states that, “through photographs we follow in the most intimate, 
troubling way the reality of how people age. […] Photography is the inventory of 
mortality.” While watching how subjects get old and come close to death through 
photographic representations, one also observes how the photographic body, the 
paper ages. The colors of the image lose their vividness and fade away, the paper 
becomes torn, the layers peels out, and it starts to smell old… Not only does the 
referent of the image age and die, but also one day, the photograph itself dies. In this 
sense, old photographs, that carry images from a faraway and distanced time, point to 
the transience of life, which evokes nostalgia, and melancholia both referring to the 
subject depicted and its aging materiality. As Freud commented, such old 
photographs that emphasize transience give the viewer a foretaste of a kind of grief 
over a loss. 
 
 
3.3 Beyond Substance: The Memory of the Deceased 
 
  Memory is not a constantly accessible copy of the different facts  
  of our life, but an oblivion from which, at random moments,  
  present resemblances enable us to resuscitate dead recollections.  
            
        Marcel Proust54  
 
The previous sections discussed the melancholia inherent in photography and 
considered how the indexical quality of photographs assigns them a relic status and 
the ways tactile photographic objects as sacralized keepsakes are used in mourning 
                                                
54 (Cited in Terdiman, 1993: 389) 
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practices replacing the absent body of the deceased. After the discussion focusing on 
the efforts to compensate for the absence of the dead via photographic practices, the 
most obvious questions would be: Through photographic representations, do we 
really “remember” the absent one? Does photography truly fix and secure the 
shadow of the lost beloved? What are the tensions inherent in photography in terms 
of memory? In this context, I will discuss the close relation between photography 
and memory and whether photographs enable one to remember the lost, dead, absent 
one, or let them disappear in a field of oblivion. 
 
The development of writing changed the way that a person remembers. Photography; 
as the writing of light, (Talbot called his book as “Pencil of Nature” referring to light 
as his brush and/or pencil), also transformed and altered the way people inscribe and 
recall things in their memory. During the 19th century, the common reaction to 
photography was to relate it with memory since it was a new invention that allowed 
the fixing of ephemeral impressions. The oft-quoted description of photography by 
Oliver Wendell Holmes as “a mirror with a memory” (as cited in Batchen, 2004: 8) 
reflects the broad reactions to the photographic image. The founder of Kodak, 
George Eastman, acknowledging the strong connection between photography and 
memory in public perception, created the advertising slogan: “Kodak doesn’t sell 
film, it sells memories” which assigned to his brand a power to manufacture 
memories (as cited in Kaye, 2010: 99). Following the integration of portable amateur 
cameras into the leisure activities of daily life around 1888, photographs were used 
as a device for remembering or as an aid to memory. Later, Kodak undertook a 
mission to protect memories. The 1920 advertising campaign slogan states; “The 
only holiday that lasts forever is the holiday with a Kodak” and their 1922 tagline is 
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“save your happy memories with a Kodak.” (cited in Kaye, 2010: 100-101) The 
primary motivation in taking snapshots was preserving happy family memories. 
Pierre Bourdieu’s (1990: 30-31) classic work, Photography: A Middle-brow Art, 
reviews the 1960s social use of family albums and comments on their function as a 
memory device as follows: 
 The family album expresses the essence of social memory. There is nothing 
 more  unlike the introspective ‘search for the lost time’ than those displays 
 of family photographs with their commentaries, the ritual of integration that 
 the family makes its new members undergo. The image of the past arranged 
 in chronological order, the logical order of social memory, evoke and 
 communicate  the memory of the events which deserve to be preserved 
 because the group sees a factor of unification in the monuments of its past 
 unity or -which amounts to the same thing- because it draws 
 confirmation of its present unity from its past: this is why there is nothing 
 more decent, reassuring and edifying than a family album; all the  unique 
 experiences that give the individual memory the particularity of a secret are 
 banished from it, and the common past, or,  perhaps, the highest common 
 denominator of the past, has all the clarity of a faithfully visited gravestone.  
 
Unlike Bourdieu who assigns family albums “decency”, many writers countered the 
idea that family albums are neutral family archives that express a “common past.” 
For Annette Kuhn (2002: 57) “The family album constructs the world of the family 
as a utopia” and there is always a tension in a photograph as it “can be the site of 
conflicting memories, whose memory is to prevail in the family archive?” (2002: 
14). (For further discussions see: Sontag, 1979; Spence, 1988; Hirsh, 1999, 2002 and 
Kuhn, 2002). Domestic culture embraced photography as a time machine that 
visualizes memories for the sake of remembering the lost moment or not to forget at 
all.  Edwards (1999: 222) in “Photographs as Objects of Memory” writes: 
 [Photographs] are made to hold the fleeting, to still time, to create memory. 
 Indeed popular clichés on photography (frozen moments in time etc.) actually 
 encapsulate a cultural expectation of the medium. In their relationship with 
 their referent, their reality effect and their irreducible pastness, photographs 
 impose themselves on memory. They become surrogate memory and their 
 silences structure forgetting.  
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The idea of photography as a “surrogate memory” can also be seen in Freud’s 
writings. In his (1925) brief essay “A Note Upon the 'Mystic Writing-Pad”, Freud 
distinguished “artificial memory” from “natural memory”. Natural memory is a 
subject’s ability to inscribe things in memory, whereas artificial memory, like 
writing or photography, is the technological aid that supports natural memory in 
remembering. In “Civilization and its Discontents” Freud claims that, “with every 
tool man is perfecting his own organs, whether motor or sensory, or is removing the 
limits to their functioning.” (cited in Bate, 2010. 245) Freud mentioned motor power 
in relation to his muscles and expressed his gratitude to ships and aircrafts that 
support his movement. He wrote about spectacles that correct vision, telescope and 
microscope that overcome the limitation of visibility and at last commented on 
photographs as a memory-aid. In Freud’s own words (as cited in Bate, 2010: 245):  
 In the photographic camera he [man] has created an instrument, which retains 
 the fleeting visual impressions, just as gramophone disc retains the equally 
 fleeting auditory ones; both are at bottom materializations of the power he 
 possessed of recollection, his memory.  
 
David Bale (2010: 244), in his article “The Memory of Photograph” referring to 
Freud’s 1925 essay remarks on photograph’s ability as a support device and argues:  
 While the capacity of individuals to remember and recall things varies 
 enormously, it is true that the invention of devices to support and extend 
 human  ability to remembering has meant that humans no longer have to carry 
 everything around with them in their heads; or like the character in Gulliver’s 
 Travel who has to carry actual objects on his back of the things he wishes to 
 remember.  
 
Yet, many scholars have challenged the idea of photography as a mnemonic device. 
Sontag argues that “the iconic properties of the more durable photograph will 
inevitably replace the myriad details of the experience represented in the image; in 
the end it is the photograph itself that is remembered (cited in Espinosa, 2010). 
Similary Bathcen (2004:94) remarks “contrary to popular opinion, photography does 
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not enhance memory- involuntary, physically embracing and immediate memory-  
but rather replaces it with images - images that are historical, coherent, 
informational” while Nancy M. Shawcross writes: “The photograph (even a series of 
photographs) is not a narrative (although an image may prompt speculation) and -
phenomenologically speaking- does not belong to the realm of memory.” (cited in 
Rabate, 1997:65). Marita Sturken (1999:178) argues that the photograph;  
evokes both memory and loss, both a trace of life and the prospect of death. 
Yet, while the photograph may be perceived as a container for memory, it is 
not inhabited by memory so much as it produces it […]. Images have the 
capacity to create, interfere with, and trouble the memories we hold as 
individuals and as a culture. They […] function as technologies of memory, 
producing both memory and forgetting. 
 
In Matter and Memory Henri Bergson (2004: 135) explains the virtual character of 
pure memory that is crucial in the discussion of the relation between photography 
and memory. He writes “to picture is not to remember.” Memory is constituted of 
memory-images however, the remembered image is not itself an image. When a 
recollection is actualized, it is realized as an image. He (1896: 135) argues:  
 No doubt as recollection, as it becomes actual, tends to live in an image; but 
 the converse is not true, and the image, pure and simple, will not be referred 
 to the past unless, indeed, it was in the past that I sought it, thus following the 
 continuous progress which brought it from darkness into light.  
 
Ultimately, all these writers argue that what the photograph does is to record the 
appearance of that which is in front of the camera, and not to present the complex 
meanings associated with sensory experience. Therefore, to call photography a 
memory image is questionable. 
 
In this context, I would like to further the discussion focusing on Roland Barthes’ 
(2000: 67) writings after the death of his mother, Henrietta, with whom he lived all 
his life. His discussions relating to mourning, memory and photography revolve 
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around the childhood photograph of his mother, which he calls the winter garden 
photograph. In Camera Lucida (2000: 63-64), after the death of his mother, Barthes 
searches for a photograph that captures the essence of his mother. Poetically he 
describes his trial as follows: 
 Now, one November evening short after my mother’s death, I was going 
 through some photographs. I had no hope of “finding her”, I expected nothing 
 from ‘these photographs of a being before which one recalls less of that being 
 than by merely thinking of him or her’ (Proust). I had acknowledged that 
 fatality, one of most agonizing features of mourning, which decreed that 
 however often I might consult such images, I could never recall her features 
 (summon them up as a totality). […] I could not even say that I loved them: I 
 was not sitting down to contemplate them; I was not engulfing myself in 
 them. I was sorting them, but  none seemed to me really ‘right’: neither as a 
 photographic  performance nor as a  living resurrection of the beloved face. 
 If I were ever to show them to friends I could doubt that these photographs 
 would speak.  
 
Barthes struggles to find his mother, her essence in the snapshots, but he fails in his 
search. What bothers him is that he can only recognize her in fragments which 
causes pain as he “missed her being,” (2000: 66) he missed his mother altogether. To 
his disappointment recognizing her in a photograph does not mean that he found her. 
He can only “recognize her differently, not essentially.” (2000: 66) As photographs 
fragment the person, for Barthes, one can only trace parts which reflect the loved 
one’s essence in the ordinary photographs. The recognition is therefore, not essential 
and only special photographs reflect the subject’s being as a whole. Ordinary 
photographs may only have an analogical quality but never reveal the truth of the 
referent. Barthes could not find any consolation in the ordinary photographs of his 
mother because for him, unlike the Proustian understanding of memory, photography 
“does not call up the past.” He (2000: 82) continues to write; “the effect it [the 
photograph] produces upon me is not to restore what has been abolished (by time, by 
distance) but to attest that what I see has indeed existed.” For Barthes, a photograph 
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is never in essence a memory but actually a “counter-memory” yet it functions to 
block it (2000: 91). Barthes continued his grief work and looking thorough the 
snapshots of Henrietta finding one that overwhelmed him: the famous winter garden 
photograph that shows his mother in her childhood. This photograph “mother as a 
child” (2000: 71) is a peculiar choice in his pursuit in finding the essence of his 
mother, as it does not represent a shared memory, or time and space between Barthes 
and his mother. This photograph does not function to restore a memory at all. 
According to Woodward’s (1993) observations, the winter garden photograph of 
Barthes mother does not work as a souvenir,55 a talisman, and according to Freud’s 
fort - da game, which eases the separation anxiety, or as a tool to transform grief. It is 
not a search through the memories of the lost mother. Barthes recognizes, finds, 
rediscovers the essence of his mother through a photograph but not because of its 
connection with memory nor because it recalled a shared moment or space yet, he 
positions photography in opposition to memory and argues that it does not replace 
the actual lived experience.   
 
In order to further the discussion on the winter garden photograph and the 
Barthesian rejection to associate photography with memory, it is useful to include the 
Proustian understanding of memory. In 1909 Marcel Proust started his novel, In 
Search of Lost Time (2005) in which he reflects on his philosophical concerns via the 
novel's first-person narrator who cannot sleep at night and recalls his childhood 
memories of waiting for his mother to return in the morning. Proust's 
conceptualization of memory that is closely tied with emotions sheds light on the 
tensions inherent in photography as a mnemonic device. Proustian memory is mostly 
                                                
55 According to Susan Steward’s (1993) conceptualization of the term, developed in her book On 
Longing, souvenirs are able to restore the past and evoke memory.  
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connected with chance in which he explains it with his term involuntary memory, 
which is the key theoretical element of In Search of the Lost Time. For Proust unlike 
voluntary memory, which is about the conscious will of remembering the past, 
involuntary memory is, as described by Walter Benjamin (cited in Leslie, 2010: 130):  
 A spontaneous, not goal-bound, glancing off material objects encountered by 
 chance. Involuntary memory provides an unexpected shocking link between 
 an experience in the present and one in the past. It disturbs linearity, 
 confounds temporality and it tends toward uncovering a utopian potential.    
 
In contrast, voluntary memory “is the memory of the intelligence and the eyes yields 
us only imprecise facsimiles of the past…” (Wood, 2010: 111). As Michael Wood 
(2010:113) in his essay “Proust: The Music of Memory” explains, for Proust, crucial 
memories cannot be recalled according to a person's will because they do not know 
that these memories exist until their immediate unexpected appearance. In this 
context, Proust’s ideas on memory should be read together with his understanding of 
intelligence. For Proust, intelligence is the everyday life of the mind. Remembering 
via intelligence is impossible. Intelligence is what kills memory, as Proust wrote, our 
past lives are “dead for the intelligence” and “what intelligence gives us back under 
the name of memory is not it.” (cited in Wood, 2011: 114) In this sense, Wood 
(2011: 110) asks the relevant question: “Doesn't Proust believe that conscious and 
willed attempts at remembering are precisely a form of losing life and time rather 
than finding them?” Proust's main character, the narrator, answers the question by 
saying: “and the photograph of all that had taken its place in the archives of his 
memory, archives so vast that he would never look at most of them unless a chance 
event were to open them again.” (cited in Wood, 2011: 112) Following the narrator's 
self-dialogue, it can be said that the vast archives56 signify the mechanism of 
                                                
56Photograph as a memory-aid machine, is described as the writing of the light. The idea of memories 
written, by light or not, is elaborated by Freud in his brief essay "A Note Upon the ' Mystic Mystic 
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memory as in the realm of oblivion. For a Proustian understanding of memory, 
remembering cannot be done via intelligence and reason. The endeavor of 
remembering the past is only the way to destroy it. Mastery given to chance is crucial 
and remembering the past can only be possible via the unwilled memory in 
connection with senses such as catching a scent or seeing an object that triggers 
remembrance. How the taste of a madeleine eaten at teatime allows the main 
character to recall forgotten times and people is an oft-quoted passage from In 
Search of Lost Time to exemplify how involuntary memory works. For Proust (cited 
in Wood, 2011: 112) reality can only be found again when one does not look for it in 
the examples given by the narrator of the novel; “in the sudden recall of a gust of 
wind, of a smell of fire, of a low, flat, sunny sky, close to rain, above the roofs”. 
 
Proust uses photography as a key element in his novel as a stimulus for involuntary 
memory. According to Edwards (2006: 121), the meditation of Proust on the 
photograph of his grandmother can be read as Proust's efforts “to collapse the 
distance between the photographic image and its model, as if the picture could 
                                                                                                                                     
Writing-Pad'" (1925) in which he makes an analogy between memory and the experience of writing 
on a wax pad; a child’s toy. This could be interpreted as interrelated with Proust’s ideas about an 
archive of memories that results in oblivion. Freud uses the working principle of the writing pad (two 
layers of thin plastic sheet that covers a wax tablet) in order to explain the mechanism of the mind 
about forgetting, remembering and perception. When the user writes on the tablet using any pointed 
material, inscriptions appear on the surface of the writing pad. When the sheet is lifted, dark traces 
disappear and one obtains a clean slate ready to be written. However, the traces of the impressions 
remain and accumulate in the wax below. Freud compares this kind of writing by the writing of the 
memory in the mind that leaves traces in the unconscious. In his (1925: 210-211) words: “Thus the 
pad provides not only a receptive surface that can be used over and over again, like a slate, but also 
permanent traces of what has been written, like an ordinary paper pad: it solves the problem of 
combining the two functions by dividing them between two separate but interrelated component parts 
or systems. But this is precisely the way in which, (…), our mental apparatus performs its perceptual 
function.” For Freud the mind works by storing massive amounts of data in what seems to be a neutral 
archive, but is actually a site of conflicts in which pathologies are displayed. For him remembering 
and forgetting work together. Using the metaphor of Mystic Writing Pad, he comments on how these 
two operations work together. He (1925: 212) inscribes: “If we imagine one hand writing upon the 
surface of the Mystic Writing Pad while another periodically raises its covering sheet from the wax 
slab, we shall have a concrete representation of the way in which I tried to picture the functioning of 
the perceptual apparatus of our mind.” The relation between photography and memory can also be 
read in terms of the operation of the mystic writing pad in which the mind as storage for memories is a 
conflictive realm for remembering and forgetting.   
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restore the presence of an absent person.” Yet, the narrator also acknowledges the 
failing attempt of the photograph to bridge the distance from the deceased and says: 
“the great fact we must try to remember is not that photographs … seem to make us 
believe that she is still here, the great fact we must try to remember is the contrary: 
she no longer exists.” (cited in Edwards, 2006: 121) A similar lamentation can be 
observed in Barthes’s Camera Lucida, where he mourns using the winter garden 
photograph trying to find the essence of his absent mother. The meaning attributed to 
photography in relation to memory in Proust, differs from the one presented by 
Barthesian thinking. For Proust, in some cases, especially when the image displays 
someone or something that is no longer present, photographs seem to provoke acts of 
involuntary memory that can flash associations across time and space. Although, for 
Lawrence Kritzman (2001: 537), Barthes “accepts the Proustian image of sorrow as 
it is represented by the narrator's mourning for the grandmother,” for Barthes (2000: 
91), in contrast, there is “nothing Proustian in a photograph.” In the account written 
by Barthes (2000: 91), photography counters memory by “filling the sight by force.” 
For him (2000: 91) “the photography is violent: not because it shows violent things, 
but because on each occasion it fills the sight by force”, and because in it “nothing 
can be refused or transformed.” For Proust, memory is something that cannot be 
captured by force like a “violent” photograph, but only by chance, spontaneously in 
connection with senses. In this sense, maybe, not all photographs evoke involuntary 
memory, but some do. Sontag (1979: 164) also criticizes Proust; “by considering 
photographs only so far as he could use them, as an instrument of memory, Proust 
somewhat misconstrues what photographs are: not so much an instrument of memory 
as an invention of it or a replacement.”57 While seeming to offer a possibility to 
                                                
57 Sontag (1979: 164) further elaborates on Proustian memory in relation to photography and 
comments as follows: “While Proustian labors presupposes that reality is distant, photography implies 
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remembrance, photography can be viewed as a threat to memory if it is in the domain 
of the voluntary memory, and if it tends to replace the original memory. Rather than 
the actual memories, photographic representations are being remembered which act 
to destroy memory itself. However, some photographs accidentally evoke 
involuntary memory and such images cannot be regarded as violent images of 
forgetting. Suzanne Guerlac in her 2009 essay “Visual Dust on Time, Memory and 
Photography in Proust” approaches photography from the perspective of the 
Proustian idea of memory in a more cautious way. She claims that Proust presents 
photography in relation to both voluntary and involuntary memory. She (2009: 393) 
gives examples from Proust's main character, the narrator, in which he sometimes 
regards photography as in the realm of the voluntary memory that is only creating 
“dead”, “sterile” images that “open onto nothing.” On the other hand, for Guerlac, 
(2009: 398) the madeleine episode itself implies what she calls “photographic 
psychology” which she considered in terms of involuntary memory. In a similar 
approach David Bate, (2010) in “The Memory of Photography” curiously relates 
Barthes’ concept of punctum with Proust’s involuntary memory and studium akin to 
voluntary memory. Barthes (2000: 26-27) assigns two features to photography: the 
studium and the punctum that affects the viewing of a photograph. The studium is 
“the order of liking, not of loving” that can be found almost in every ordinary 
photograph that is culturally coded and determined by the social context whereas 
punctum is not defined as a function of language in which the detail, the accident in 
                                                                                                                                     
instant access to the real. But the results of this practice of instant access are another way of creating 
distance. To possess the world in the form of images is, precisely, to re-experience the unreality and 
remoteness of the real. The strategy of Proust’s realism presumes distance from what is normally 
experienced as real, the present, in order to reanimate what is usually available only in a remote and 
shadowy form, the past- which is where the present becomes in his sense real, that is, something that 
can be possessed. In this effort photographs were of no help. Whenever Proust mentions photographs, 
he does so disparagingly: as a synonym for a shallow, too exclusively visual, merely voluntary 
relation to the past, whose yield is insignificant compared with the deep discoveries to be made by 
responding to clues given by the senses- the technique he called “involuntary memory.” 
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the photo that “pricks” and “pierces” the eye, alters the reading of the image 
radically. It is the unintentional detail, the hole in the photo that catches the eye and 
“fills the whole picture.” (Barthes, 2000: 45) It is the wounding, personally touching 
detail that captures the eye of the spectator, creates a private meaning, and breaks the 
studium. It is brief and active. Therefore, Barthes (2000: 27) also describes it as a 
“sting, speck, cut, little hole – and also a castoff dice.”58 In this context, for David 
Bate, (2010: 254) the punctum is an involuntary response to the photograph. He 
explains this connection as follows: 
 It is where an image, almost at random, inexplicably makes us react and 
 because of this it also surprises us. We look at it more, but it does not reveal 
 what we “see in it”. It has an effect upon us involuntarily. If we follow an 
 associative path for the image to our memory it can lead to other memories, 
 even a  suppressed memory and, with critical work, an essential repressed 
 memory-trace.   
 
In this sense, it can be said that what could be moving in viewing a photograph is to 
be struck by the punctum that results in an involuntary memory work. 
 
Gilles Deleuze in Proust and Signs (2000) uses Bergsonian philosophy in order to 
interpret Proust's In Search of Lost Time. He argues that the novel is actually not 
about a discussion on memory, but that Proust is actually searching for the truth: “the 
                                                
58 In the second part of Camera Lucida, Barthes (2000: 77) describes a second level of punctum 
together with the Winter Garden Photograph. That is the punctum of Time, which remind one of 
his/her future death. What is particular in photography is the certainty of the referent’s presence in 
front of the lens. The referent’s having been there cannot be denied. Barthes calls this “that-has-been”. 
The photograph is the proof of the referent’s presence and existence at that time. In this sense, 
photography is the evidence Barthes claims of “what I see has been here” and “that has been” which 
suggests that the subject existed in that specific moment in the past. So, the photograph is the 
verification of the presence of a thing at a certain past moment. At the same time the photograph 
confirms its complete ‘pastness’, that is to say, its death. Therefore, Barthes considers every 
photograph as an annunciation of the death of the subject. Death is a central theme in Camera Lucida. 
Barthes sees death implicit in every photograph. For him, death that is implicit in every photograph is 
the scandalous effect of photography. He writes (2000: 15): “Ultimately, what I am seeking in the 
photograph taken of me”, ’ is Death. For him “Death is the eidos of that Photograph.” 
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revelations of true essences.”59 Deleuze’s approach to Proust’s novel can be taken in 
relation to Barthes photographic search to find the essence/truth of his mother. 
Barthes (2000: 107) assigns something indescribable to the winter garden 
photograph: there is “something inexpressible: evident (this is the law of the 
Photograph) yet improbable (I cannot prove it).” He defines this as the air, this is 
something excessive in the photograph through which one can truly recognize the 
individual. It appears in photographs when “being” coincides with self (Barthes, 
2000: 109). For Barthes, air is the expression of truth. For Deleuze (1992: 293) truth 
is “a production of existence. Not something in the head, but something that exists.” 
In this sense, one can say that similar to Barthes, Deleuze would also deny an 
ordinary memory process in the realm of studium, in association with photographs. 
Deleuze indeed claims that, Proust’s search of memory is not towards past, instead 
its direction is headed to the future. Deleuze regards Proust as a novelist of time. In 
this sense, one can recall Barthes understanding of the photograph of Lewis Payne, 
who is represented in a prison cell while waiting for his execution. Barthes uses this 
image to contemplate on punctum of Time. The punctum of Time is the existence of 
the dead within the photograph. Looking at the photograph Barthes (2000: 115) 
points out that the punctum arises from the fact that the referent of the photograph is 
going to die. In the photograph of Lewis Payne two different temporalities emerge 
since, one can understand at the same time both “this will be” and “this has been”: 
the referent as “already dead” and as “going to die.” Since, photographs invoke our 
                                                
59 Julien Bogousslavsky and Olivier Walusinski (2009) in their article “Marcel Proust and Paul 
Sollier: The Involuntary Memory Connection” write that in In Search of Lost Time they have counted 
1,210 uses of terms relating to memory such as remembering and forgetting recall and in 3,125 pages, 
there is an allusion to memory in every 2.6 pages. Particularly in volume 6, The Fugitive memory is 
quoted on every page more than one time. According to Bogousslavsky and Walusinski (2009: 135) 
Proust has not only developed the famous concept of involuntary memory, but he analyzed various 
topics related to memory such as “voluntary memory, affective memory, the constructive and 
deconstructive process of memory, the reality-memory discrepancy, the phenomenology of memory 
and remembering, habitude, forgetting, memory processing into patterns, the role of time in memory, 
and memory dysfunction.” 
 108 
future death, photography is forced into a paradoxical unreality: “on the one hand, it 
is not there, on the other, it has indeed been.”  The idea that photographs evoke one’s 
future death could be related to Deleuze’s positioning of Proust’s memory as being 
not about the past but related to the future. For Deleuze, the “trueness of the past,” 
that is carried by involuntary memory, cannot be accessed by conscious perception or 
remembering similar to the description of punctum and its association with 
involuntary memory. 
 
Following all these various discussions on photography and its strange, hard to 
define relation with memory and time, I would like to return to the initial questions 
of this section. Through photographic representations, do we really “remember” the 
absent one? Does photography really “secure the shadow” of the lost beloved? When 
one regards the photograph as an ordinary device that records what has been, one can 
claim that it really serves to secure the shadow and carry the “banal” (Barthes, 2000) 
reflection to the present day. Such a photograph may satisfy the studium but cannot 
be regarded as a tool for remembrance; indeed it can only be in the realm of 
voluntary memory. However, some photographs that are encountered by chance and 
trigger involuntary memory can be in the domain of the punctum, which disturbs the 
viewer on a personal and private level. Moreover, some unique photographs have a 
hard to define quality called air by Barthes. Such images without depending on a 
memory, capture the essence (that Barthes is searching for), of the lost absent 
beloved.      
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3. 4 Acknowledging Absence: Sustaining Grief with Photographs 
 
    Struck by the abstract nature of absence; yet it’s so  
    painful, lacerating. Which allows me to understand  
    abstraction somewhat better: it is absence and pain,  
    the pain of absence- perhaps therefore love?  
         Roland Barthes60 
 
The previous sections discussed the ways in which relic photography is used to 
replace the dead body of the departed and its ability to fill the absence caused by 
death, presenting a “pseudo-presence.” (Sontag, 1979: 16) After the death of the 
loved one a mourner uses photography as a token to replace the loss and finds 
consolation in the image. However, together with the criticism of Freud’s mourning 
theory, the photograph begins to be used not to heal the pain but to sustain grief and 
create an ongoing relation with the deceased.  
 
Freudian early mourning theory developed in 1917, is a founding text on the issue, 
but has also been criticized61 by scholars “for assuming a model of subjectivity based 
on a strongly bounded form of individuation.” (Clewell, 2004:43). The 
psychoanalytic theory of bereavement offered by Nicholas Abraham and Maria 
Torok (1994) criticizes Freudian mourning theory by offering an alternative 
interpretation of mourning in their study “Mourning or Melancholia: Introjection 
                                                
60 (Barthes, 2010: 42)  
 
61 Clewell makes a positive criticism of Freud’s mourning theory. For Gorer, (1977) mourning rituals, 
as a cultural expression of grief and as a means of social communication, changing radically in time 
and among cultures. Gorer (1977: 128) suggests that the medicalization of illness at the end of 19th 
century, turned death into a taboo subject and the changing attitudes towards death led to the 
disappearance of Victorian mourning traditions and public expressions of grief. In this context 
Clewell (2004) suggests that Freud’s early mourning theory counters and resists the denial of death, 
repression of loss and rejection of bereavement that marks the 20th century western culture as Freud 
saw “mourning as a necessary labor, theorizing the psyche as an internal space for grief work, and 
bringing the discussion of bereavement into the public domain.”  
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versus Incorporation.” For them successful mourning depends on the replacement of 
the loss with a symbolic representation in compensation. Abraham and Torok define 
internalization as the key-supporting element of mourning in which the lost object is 
absorbed into the mourner’s identity. They further elaborate on Freudian mourning 
theory and define two kinds of internalization: introjection (“casting inside”) that is a 
metaphoric process of internalization, which is associated with normal mourning and 
incorporation that is the fantasy that is prevailing melancholia (Abraham and Torok, 
1994:127). Abraham and Torok (1994), link mourning to the first loss of the child; 
that of the mother. The loss of the maternal breast creates an “empty mouth” in 
which the child for consolation mourns by filling the mouth with words, which is 
explained as the initial model of introjection (1994:127). The successful 
displacement takes place when the loss is verbalized and the lost object is replaced 
with the satisfaction of language. The transition from introjection to incorporation is 
realized when words become insufficient to fill the void. An imaginary kind of 
mouth work appears in the fantasy of incorporation (1994: 129). In the context of 
mourning photography, the practice of filling the absence of the loss via 
photographic representation can be seen as similar to the desire of filling the void by 
words as compensation for the loss of the mother. The question arises as to whether 
the absence/void created by the death/loss of a loved one can be compensated by 
language and /or visuals? 
 
According to Abraham and Torok there is an unconscious refusal to mourn after the 
loss although the subject is in great pain. They describe a psychic mechanism, the 
construction of a crypt, in relation to the denial to accept the loss as a loss. Cryptic 
mourning is “housing the departed love-object in secret because the survivor is being 
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deluded into behaving as if no trauma or loss has occurred.” (cited in Rand, 
1994:104) In this sense, the lost loved object is kept secretly inside the subject in the 
words of Abraham and Torok (1994:141); “a memory they [patients] buried without 
legal burial place.” This cryptic mourning attacks and destroys the linguistic 
mechanisms and the representational power of language. Abraham and Torok 
(1994:141) describe crypt as follows: 
The memory entombed in a fast and secure place, awaiting resurrection. 
Between the idyllic moment and its subsequent forgetting […] there was the 
metapsychological traumatism of a loss or, more precisely, the ‘loss’ that 
resulted from a traumatism. This segment of an ever so painfully lived 
Reality – untellable and therefore inaccessible to gradual, assimilative work 
of mourning- causes a genuinely covert shift in the entire psyche. […] This 
leads to the establishment of a sealed-off psychic place, a crypt in the ego. 
 
Abraham and Torok’s theory of secrets,62 which are not synonymous with “hidden,” 
“unknown,” and “latent” but is about trauma that is silenced leading to the 
development of cryptonomy: concealment in language (as cited in Rand, 1994: 100). 
Similarly, for Kristeva (1989: 53),63 the melancholic is a “foreigner” to his/her 
maternal tongue and his/her speech is like an “alien skin” contrary to speech that is 
the “second nature.” Also, the loss of speech can also be observed in Freudian theory 
in which “the depressive/melancholic suffers from the loss of signification or 
meaning - 'symbolic abdication' which leaves the sufferer in the realm of the real. 
After speechlessness, there is only death” (Prosser, 2005: 35). The melancholic ends 
                                                
62 See also George St. Julia 2005 dissertation called Visual Codes of Secrecy: Photography of Death 
and Projective Identification which deals with works on the cultural patterns of secrecy around the 
issue of death through photography.  
 
63 Julia Kristeva (1989) offers an alternative reading of the classical psychoanalytic theory of 
melancholic depression that originates from Freud’s idea of the hidden hatred felt to the lost other. In 
her 1989 book Black Sun: Depression and Melancholia she, mostly focuses on the aggression felt to 
lost other; especially the maternal loss. She (1989: 27) says that “matricide is our vital necessity” in 
order to be able to develop a subjectivity via separating from the mother. Unlike Freudian 
understanding of melancholia as a withdrawal from the outer world, for Kristeva (1989: 10) the 
melancholia is not frozen instead it “traverses the representation of aggressive and threatening bonds 
with the other.” She also does not distinguish the mourner and melancholic like Freud did, but 
chooses to refer them as alike, in connection with depression, keeping in mind their common features.  
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up in a loss of meaning as Kristeva explains: “If I am no longer capable of translating 
or metaphorizing, I become silent and die.” (cited in Prosser, 2005: 35) 
 
In the context of mourning photography, it is possible to search for errors, slips, 
misprints and flaws that somehow visualize the inexpressible, the secret; the trauma 
that causes the pain. Diana Arbus once said, “a photograph is a secret about a secret 
(…) the more it tells you the less you know.” (cited in Sontag 1979: 111) In this 
sense the following questions arise: Can the visual language of photographs in some 
cases reveal the cryptic structure of the melancholic? Is it possible to interpret the 
punctum that pricks the eye of the viewer in relation to the cryptic mechanism? 
Finally, is there a place in photography for inexpressible, cryptic mourning? 
 
Kathleen Woodward (1993) in her essay entitled “Late Theory, Late Style: Loss and 
Renewal in Freud and Barthes” asks whether it is really possible to replace the key 
figures in one’s life. She also wonders whether the process of mourning changes 
when people age and become more familiar with, and closer to death. However, 
more importantly Woodward (1993: 85) rejects early Freudian theory’s clear cut, 
“false opposition” between two reactions towards loss and argues that there should 
be another way to respond to loss that stays in between mourning and melancholia 
which she (1993:96) calls “a performance of grief.” Instead of a cryptic mourning 
that blocks the language, Woodward focuses on creative writing performances of 
grief. For Woodward, Barthes’ Camera Lucida, which he wrote while mourning his 
mother whom he adored, remains between definite mourning and indefinite 
melancholia. Woodward considers that the book is an embodiment of Barthes’s 
resistance to mourn and at the same time his attachment to the emotions caused by 
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his loss. In order to memorialize his mother, Woodward (1993:89) posits that Barthes 
tries to sustain his sense of grief unlike in Freud’s early theory, in which mourning is 
desired to come to an end. Barthes wants to maintain it and rejects relinquishing the 
pain caused by his loss. His search for a photograph of his mother that captures her 
essence can be interpreted not as a way to release pain but, on the contrary, a way to 
sustain his grief. In this sense, Woodward (1993: 91) points to the lack of a Freudian 
memory-work in Camera Lucida writing in this work “grieving is not represented in 
terms of Freudian hypercathexis of memories of the person lost to death.” The 
photograph is there to reinforce Barthes’s grief and pain. For Woodward, Camera 
Lucida, by expressing an alternative way to grieve challenges Freudian early 
mourning theory and suggests that with some losses, mourning simply does not end. 
For Freud (1917: 253) “melancholia behaves like an open wound” which suggests 
that mourning is a process that encourages the healing of the wound. But for Barthes 
(2000: 26), photography is like a wound. Woodward (1993: 93) writes: Barthes uses 
photography as a “way of refusing to allow the wound of his mother’s death to heal.” 
A similar observation on Camera Lucida, is made by Prosser in which he (2005: 24) 
argues: “The Winter Garden Photograph is Barthes wound; its absence64 is evidence 
of his melancholia. It is the ‘petit trou’, the little hole in the text in which Barthes’s 
trauma lies unburied: sunken, profound, but uncovered.” For Prosser (2005: 26), 
Barthes’ autobiographic book’s punctum is “the photographic incarnation of 
Barthes’s melancholia. It is loss that will not be healed.” Yet, Barthes does not want 
it to heal. One can also follow this attitude of Barthes in his Mourning Diary (2010) 
                                                
64 Barthes (2000) deliberately did not reproduce the most crucial photograph: the Winter Garden 
Photograph, in Camera Lucida. He (2000: 73) explains the reason in these words: “I cannot reproduce 
the Winter Garden Photograph. It exists only for me. For you, it would be nothing but an indifferent 
picture, one of the thousand manifestations of the ‘ordinary’; it cannot in any way constitute the 
visible object of a science; it cannot establish an objectivity, in the positive sense of the term; at most 
it would interest your studium: period, clothes, photogeny; but in it, for you, no wound.” 
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published post-humously. Barthes kept writing his lamentation on separate index 
cards after the loss of his mother. He grieved through words and Mourning Diary is a 
collation of these separate notes. 
 
Recent work in cultural studies, where mourning, writing and photography converge 
as in Camera Lucida, suggest that expression of personal pain after a loss has 
changed the canonical notion of mourning, based on Freud’s theory, that perpetuates 
forgetting. Jo Spence’s Putting Myself in the Picture: A Political and Photographic 
Autobiography (1988), Nancy K. Miller’s Bequest and Betrayal: Memoirs of a 
Parent’s Death (2000), Marianne Hirsch’s Family Frames: Photography, Narrative 
and Post Memory (2002) and Annette Kuhn’s Family Secrets: Acts and Memory and 
Imagination (2002) are all autobiographical projects concerning never ending 
mourning, that comment on Woodward’s (1993: 96) question “what is the relation of 
writing about mourning to mourning itself?” Such critical works, that stand between 
autobiography and photography are regarded as a new form of photographical self-
portrait, and named as ph/autography by Prosser. He (2005: 10) explains the 
meaning of photographs in such writings of grief as “photographs [that] often 
interrupt the flow of narrative, which in all cases is a work of mourning, with 
traumatic realization.” Photography used inside autobiography functions as a means 
of realizing loss and “elucidates not memory’s presence but memory’s loss, the 
inevitable fading of lives in our lives.” (Prosser, 2005: 9) Furthermore for Woodward 
(1993) the book Camera Lucida is an outcome of the creative power that the sense of 
loss created in Barthes. In a similar way, Kristeva (1989) also considers mourning as 
a generator for imagination and observes a paradoxical condition that is inherent in 
mourning. She (1989: 9) writes,  
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 If loss, bereavement, and absence trigger the work of the imagination and 
 nourish it permanently as much as they threaten it and spoil it, it is also 
 noteworthy that the work of art as fetish emerges when the activating 
 sorrow has been repudiated. The artist consumed by melancholia is at the 
 same time the most relentless in his struggle against the symbolic abdication 
 that blankets him… Until death strikes or suicide becomes imperative for 
 those who view it as the final triumph over the void of the lost object.  
 
In this sense, mourning though photography seems to open up an alternative way to 
approach the memory work that mourning entails. Rather than repressing or 
forgetting the lost beloved, photography together with its indexical quality and relic 
status, allows the melancholic mourn in a creative and productive way. One can 
interpret the creative visual solutions of representing the absent one in mourning 
photographs as a dialogue with the absent one that is marked with longing. Yet, one 
should ask whether they “pierce” the eye, evoke involuntary memory or function to 
conceal death. 
 
The other important resistance to traditional mourning theory comes from 
contemporary mourning theories. In the Freudian mourning theory, the healthy 
response to loss is being able to detach oneself from the loved object by finding a 
substitute object, undergoing a meticulous work of untangling mostly composed of 
memories. The precondition of the mourner being free again is his/her rendering of 
the loss as absent. This traditional mourning perspective (Freud, 1917; Abraham and 
Torok, 1972) which presupposes the detachment from the deceased and letting go of 
the past as the effective way of overcoming grief, have lately been changed and 
replaced by contemporary mourning theories (Attig, 2000; Klass, Silverman and 
Nickman, 1996, Neimeyer, 2006; Walter, 1996 and Woodward, 1993). This 
approach acknowledges that mourners actually do remain connected to the deceased 
and it does not perceive this connection and attachment as pathological. This 
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contemporary approach argues that the mourner finds a personal way (through 
memories, memorials, rituals and beliefs) of sustaining a connection and maintaining 
an internal dialogue with the departed. Becker and Knudson (2003: 692) describes 
this relationship as a function of memory and they qualify the attachment as 
“internal, psychological, symbolic, emotional, or imaginary, thereby circumscribing 
the relationship as subjective (mental) rather than objective (spiritual)”. The bond 
with the deceased is preferred to be preserved rather than be resolved. From a 
present presence, the deceased shifts to a state of past presence and starts to occupy 
an imaginary place in the mourner's mind's eye lacking a bodily material existence. 
Scott Becker and Roger Knudson (2003: 694) following a non-dualistic perspective65 
on death, describe the deceased as a “metaphorical person” that has an “imaginal 
presence.” This “imaginal presence” continues to accompany the mourner's psyche's 
imagery without appearing to the conventional eye. For the authors (2003: 711), 
“whereas the dead are invisible to the 'naked eye' of literal sense perception, they 
remain quite visible to the 'mind's' eye of imagination.” Even after the physical 
manifestation of the beloved comes to an end, s/he continues to live in the memory 
of the mourner.  Klass, Silverman and Nickmann (1996) argue that the mourner takes 
the dead into the ongoing narrative of their lives without necessarily trying to find 
and situate them in the past. Similarly, Walter (1996) introduced a “biographical 
model” that emphasizes the need to be in conversation with the deceased through 
constructing a narration about the deceased. By doing so, the mourner makes the 
memory of the deceased a part of his/her life. Walter (1996:7) describes the “purpose 
                                                
65 Non-dualistic paradigm can be originally found in the works of Martin Heidegger and David Loy in 
the field of philosophy and James Hillman's in the field of psychology that have challenged the 
Cartesian dualism and the hard split between body and mind. This approach criticizes the object-
subject split originating from Descartes and argues against the enlightenment subjectivity. It considers 
mind not separate from the world, but joined with it via imagination. Imagination is defined as an 
ontological realm and not as a mental function but the fundamental way of being itself. (Becker, and 
et al., 2003: 693). 
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of grief is therefore the construction of a durable biography that enables the living to 
integrate the memory of the dead into their ongoing lives”. Hallam, Hockney and 
Howard (1999) uses this contemporary mourning theories as a theoretical basis to 
argue that dead remains socially alive, gain a social identity and unlike the expected, 
has a continued presence. Also similarly, Jenny Hockey and Janet Draper (2005: 43) 
argue that, the demise of the body is not necessarily an obstacle to continued social 
participation. Moreover, this perspective affirms the deceased’s social identity even 
though his/her physical body is absent.  
 
Following these new understanding of ph/autography and the idea of sustaining grief 
instead of denying it, and approaching mourning through the continuing bonds 
perspective, Chapter 4 will analyze photographs of the deceased, which are able to 
create a “durable” dialogue between the living and the dead. Thus, the materials 
discussed in the following chapter are not only images produced as a part of 
mourning rituals such as funeral photographs or post-mortem portraits, but also 
photographs that evolved through mourning practices and commemoration for an 
extended period of time. Mourning photographs that can be regarded as materialized 
grief in the form of images, occupying a place in the family collections to be 
contemplated in the long term allowing a social presence to the deceased. The 
continuing bonds perspective of recent mourning theories encourage mourners to 
make it possible for the deceased to remain socially alive after bodily demise. In this 
sense, the following chapter focuses on the absence/presence oscillations of the 
mourned one in the photographic frame, thus acknowledges his/her pervasive 
disembodied social presence. In this sense, overall this dissertation looks at various 
representations of the dying and the dead and this could be regarded as focusing on 
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representations picturing “a body in crisis” as in the work of Hallam, Hockey and 
Howard (1999: 13). Consequently, in Chapter 4 this research maps and discusses 
various photographic practices that are carried out in relation to the absent or about 
to become absent body of the mourned one. By presenting conceptualizations of 
presence and absence, this study challenges the mainstream and current claims of the 
contemporary societies that assume being a social being can only be possible through 
physical embodiment. The photographic material conceptualized in this research 
suggests the opposite and displays that a social presence can still continue in the 
absence of the mourned one.  Hallam, Hockey and Howard describe such a presence 
as a “post-mortal social identity” (1999:16) that connects the mourner with the dead. 
According to them, the traditional idealization of letting go of the dead have failed 
and the dead have found a way to enter the everyday practices of families and 
friends, for instance: “Dead children ‘grow up’ via the birthday celebrations of their 
parents, and dead parents, in turn, continue to shape the lives of their surviving 
children. At times the dead become ‘embodied” through the materialization of a 
spirit or ‘ghost’.” (Hallam et al 1999:16-17). In this theoretical orientation, the focus 
in Chapter 4 on the absence/presence oscillations of the mourned one in the 
photographic frame, might be described as providing a discussion on how the 
mourner maintains the social presence of the deceased through various photographic 
practices. 
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CHAPTER 4 
 
 
ON ABSENCE / PRESENCE IN MOURNING PHOTOGRAPHY 
 
 
 To photograph is one way of arresting time  
 in order to contemplate it. 
         Mary Price66 
 
 
Figure 4.1 Portrait photographed by Maryam Şahinyan at studio Foto 
Galatasaray  ca.1940/1950s (Reprinted from Serttaş, Tayfun 2011) 
                                                
66 Price, M (1994). The Photograph: A Strange Confined Space. Stanford: Stanford University Press. 
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Critical literature concerning the ontological nature of photography points to the 
tensions between the absence of the loved one and the presence of that person in the 
projection/photograph.67 More, there are photographs that especially question the 
concepts of absence/presences. These special photographs belong to the context of 
mourning where the referent's presence is the issue. For Michel Foucault (1986:26), 
the cemetery, in particular, “begins with […] the loss of life”. Similarly traditional 
mourning photographs are by default, about loss, which means they also begin with 
an end. Mourning and memorial photographs undertake a mission to present what is 
lost by conjuring nostalgia and contemplation that create feelings of melancholia and 
longing during this particular time of mourning. In this sense, grief is a peculiar and 
multi-faceted experience, which alters the perception of the person to which an 
emotional bond has been formed. Becker and Knudson (2003: 698) describe 
mourning as a distinct “in-between” time where “the boundaries that modern culture 
places between individuals, between subjective and objective, and between life and 
death are sometimes blurred or erased, revealing a realm of imagination (or psyche) 
that bridges these seemingly separate realities.” I believe photographs produced 
and/or used at this “in-between” time of mourning in order to memorialize the 
deceased, in particular, deepen the concepts of presence/absence discussed in the 
critical literature, which this chapter focuses on.  
Marita Sturken (1999: 178) regards photographs as a “talisman” in which the “past is 
often perceived to reside so that it can be re-experienced.” However, at the same time 
the particular feature of the mourning photograph is the paradoxical relation between 
                                                
67The power of photography on carrying a past moment into present and making the absent “present” 
is examined and criticized both by critical literature on photography and theoreticians working on 
material culture. The discussion of scholars about the reasons for this particular type of photography 
can be grouped into three interrelated arguments: (1) the photograph’s close relation with its referent, 
(2) its indexical quality and (3) it being a transparent object. A detailed discussion of these issues can 
be found in Chapter 3 of this thesis. 
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the terms: presence and absence. Mourning photographs are artifacts through which 
the past is constructed and reconstructed finding a place in the present and acts both 
as a trace of life (recalling a memory) and evidence of death (recalling a loss).  
Mikkel Bille et al. (2010: 4), introduce the complex relation between 
presence/absence as the “the presence of absence” which they describe as follows: “a 
phenomena may have a powerful presence in people's lives precisely because of their 
absence”. Similarly, Morgan Meyer (2012:103) writes that absence is;  
something performed, textured and materialized through relations and 
processes and via objects. We, therefore, need to trace absence. This entails 
following and describing the processes through which absence becomes 
matter and absence comes to matter. It means to map out, locate and follow 
the traces of absence and understand absence as traces, that is, as residual, 
incomplete, elusive, ambiguous, yet material entities. 
 
From this perspective, absence is conceived not as a having a single materiality but 
something that exists through relations and is something that should be traced. We 
see that one of the ways of the materialization of absence (of the deceased) is 
through photography, which is, ironically, also a kind of trace itself. Following the 
traces of the absence of the deceased/absent loved one through different kinds of 
mourning photographs in this chapter the following questions are raised: How and by 
what means absence is constructed and materialized through mourning photography 
and how does the meaning of these terms shift? What is really absent and what is 
present in a mourning photograph; is it a captured or lost moment, a trace/presence 
of a lost time or the death of a moment? Through the discussion of these questions 
this chapter attempts to present an account of the different kinds of absence/presence 
inherent in mourning photography. 
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4.1 The Structuring Logic 
 
Reviewing the archival material at hand, it can be seen that there are intentional and 
unintentional efforts to express the desire of bringing the departed closer, recalling 
the deceased, accepting/counteracting the death or maintaining a 
relation/conversation with the departed through photography. In order to frame 
different kinds of absence and presences in mourning photographs, I focused on 
three basic criteria: a) I considered only personal photographs that were produced in 
domestic context as part of mourning rituals and disregarded photographs belonging 
to contexts such as; war, punishment, natural disasters, forensics and medical 
education, b) the focus of attention is defined as the interior of the frame, which 
excludes the off screen space, c) The condition of presence and absence is evaluated 
considering the deceased mourned ones and their states in front of the camera, at the 
time of the shooting. In a mourning photograph there can be several subjects 
constructing the meaning. However, the purpose of the image and the heart of the 
attention is the mourned. The state of the mourning figure is not as complicated and 
ambiguous as the state of the mourned one, so is usually left behind discussion. 
 
The kind of presence that the dying/dead have, is not always obvious and exact.68 
Mourning photographs consist of different genres of images such as post-mortem 
photographs, funeral images, deathbed photographs, spirit photographs and modified 
memorial photographs. Each of these constructs a different kind of absence and 
presence depending on the approach to the mourned one in the frame. The common 
point in mourning photographs is the absence of the departed in reality, which is 
                                                
68 I wonder if one can call the presence of a dead body of the departed in front of the camera as really 
present. Does not death turn one’s presence to absence? So, how a body that is not living or the body 
that is about to die is different from representations of a living figure in front of the camera?  
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shown by different narratives of grief. Five photographs (shown in Figure 4.2-4.6) 
have inspired me of my efforts in classifying the vast photographic material and 
made it possible to arrive to a typology. 
    
Figure 4.2 An ordinary photograph of an inner space   Figure 4.3 A studio photograph    
       
  
 Figure 4.4 Post-mortem photograph.  Figure 4.5 Spirit Photograph Figure 4.6 Memorial Photograph 
          (Thanatos Archive)            (Reprinted from Cheroux, 2005)        (Thanatos Archive) 
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These images open up a discussion on my pursuit to understand the different ways of 
existence of the mourned one in mourning photography. Depending on these typical 
photographs a basic model that differentiates between the “soul” and the “body” of 
the posing subject is assumed.69 In this model, the living in front of the lens is 
considered as having both his “body” and “soul” present however, the dead in front 
of the camera has his “body” present, but the “soul” is absent and vice-a-versa for 
spirit photographs. Following this logic, all the possible combinations of the 
variables of presence and absence that can happen in front of the camera are mapped 
in Table 4.1 and exemplified in Figures 4.2-4.6.  
BODY SOUL 
 
What is present in the frame 
 
 
Present Present Image of someone alive  SUBJECTS 
Present Absent Image of a dead person   LIMINAL 
CHARACTERS Absent Present Image of a spirit
70 
 
Absent Absent 
There is no subject in the image 
or there is matter/object relating 
to the dead in front of the camera. 
 
 
OBJECTS 
 
Table 4.1 States of the mourned in front of the lens. 
 
 
1. Present Body - Present Soul (alive- photograph of a living person, Figure 4.3)  
2. Present Body - Absent Soul (dead-post-mortem and funerary imagery, Figure. 4.4) 
3. Absent Body - Present Soul (spirit - spirit photography, Figure 4.5) 
                                                
69 I make this distinction for analytical purposes, not to debate the extensive and a long-running 
discussion regarding the body/mind duality. This separation of “body” and “soul” is created for an 
operational reason, which allows the determination of whether there is someone or something before 
the lens and whether the figure is living or not. 
 
70Although the claim of the spirit photography in the 19th century is to capture the invisible vision of 
ghostly presences, it is only a technical illusion. Therefore, the dead person is actually “supposedly 
present”. As spirit photography is a fictional representation and traditionally connected with the 
discourse revolving around psychics and mediums, it has a slightly different structure than other 
genres of mourning photography. Further discussions are presented in section 4.3.2 
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4. Absent Body- Absent Soul (no one living in front of the camera - photograph of an 
object or an object belonging to the deceased. It can either symbolize the deceased as 
in Figure 4.6 or could be a simple unrelated object as in Figure 4.2)  
 
This basic categorization in Table 4.1 tries to offer an understanding of the quality of 
the subject or object in the frame. So basically, if the soul is absent then the figure is 
dead, if soul is present then the figure is alive. It shows whether the camera sees 
someone alive (Figure 4.3) or as a liminal entity such as a dead person (Figure 4.4) 
or a spirit (Figure 4.5) or whether there is no one before the lens (the matter). The 
matter in front of the camera can either be an ordinary object (Figure 4.2) or can 
have a symbolic meaning (Figure. 4.6) indicating the death and absence of the 
departed. So, there is the domain of the subjects, the liminal characters (the dead and 
the spirit) and the domain of the objects. According to this concept, an ordinary 
image of a chair, a living person sitting on the chair, a dead person on a chair, a spirit 
on a chair, and a chair that belongs to a dead person presents different kinds of 
presence and absences.71 These photographs provide the essential basis for the logic 
in Table 4.1 which offers a pattern that can be used to arrive to a more multilayered 
typology (in Figure 4.9, 4.10). The classifications arrived in Table 4.1 is used to 
describe the distinctions between different kinds of mourning photography practices 
that might be used  as a starting point to discuss the temporal and spatial tensions that 
mourning photography inhabits regarding absence/presence of the mourned one. 
 
                                                
71 It should also be noted that the categories mentioned are not objective. I was able to classify these 
images following such logic is just because there is an iconography peculiar to these mourning 
photographs. Photography is a representation and in order to analyze photographs it is necessary to be 
aware of certain conventions and codes. I make these divisions according to the photographic codes of 
the domain of mourning. 
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On the basis of Table 4.1 and the varying states of the body/soul in mourning 
photographs, it can be said that the material in question goes beyond the basic binary 
oppositions of life/death, being alive/dead and presence/absence, especially when 
time shifts, temporal separation, constructed set-ups and modifications enter the 
equation. In order to offer a more complex logic and arrive to a more profound 
typology than basic binary oppositions, Algirdas Greimas’s semiotic square (Figure 
4.7) can be adopted as it opens up the possibility of positioning interrelated abstract 
pairs in texts and cultural practices. It is the outcome of a semiotic reduction, which 
aims to analyze the logical semantic features of a text through its most fundamental 
mechanisms of meaning; the relationship between oppositions, contradictions and 
complementarities. Although the semiotic square is widely used in cultural studies, 
anthropology and sociology however, mostly because it is an favorable method of 
analyzing different forms of narratives relating to social life such as myths, folktales, 
films it has been used less in analysis related to photography. (Høstaker, 2005:16). 
Though, Greimas’s semiotic square is utilized since this dissertation on mourning 
photography also tries to uncover different structural patterns of photographic 
narratives, and looks at different representations of the mourned one such as liminal 
presences; like the sprit or the living dead. 
 
The Greimasian square has been criticized for being reductionist and used as a tool to 
legitimize uncertain and vague categories. Daniel Chandler (2007:108) comments 
that “some theorists seem to use the square as little more than an objective-looking 
framework which gives the appearance of coherence and grand theory to loose 
argument and highly subjective opinions.” Yet, acknowledging the shortcomings of 
the Greimasian semiotic square, I am using this visual device as a tool to consider the 
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challenging status of the mourned one regarding the dispersed archival photographic 
material under discussion. I utilize this logical system that converts narration into 
cognition in order to articulate the various tensions that mourning photography 
creates regarding temporal and spatial issues. By attempting to create a typology, I 
am dividing up and grouping photographic material in order to carry out a 
comparative study to reveal some overlooked features, connections, relations and 
functions in mourning photography regarding various absence/presence they entail. 
The developed typological description and juxtaposition of photographs (in Figure 
4.9 and 4.10) does not claim to say the final word on mourning photography, nor 
does it claim that the sample of photographs used in order to arrive the logic fully 
represents the whole genre of mourning photography. It can be described as an effort 
to further consider about the concepts of time and death in mourning photography 
and presence/absence of the mourned one in relation to time. It helps to derive and 
generate alternative conceptual combinations such as; here / there, now / then, near / 
distant, present / past; that can be revealing in extending the binary opposition of 
presence / absence. By exploring ambiguous boundary zones and conceptual 
categories, this dissertation attempts to extend the limits of the traditional genre post-
mortem photography and broadens it conceptually. 
 
The Greimassian semiotic square is basically based on the Saussurian fundamental 
linguistic principle (Katilius-Boydstun, 1990:2) in which the meaning of an item is 
not determined by what the item is but what it is not. The logic starts by answering 
any question in two ways. For example if we say  
 S1= rich, S1 ≠ S2 may mean; 
 S2 = contrary to S1= poor, or 
 S2 = S1 = non-S1 = non-rich. 
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This situation can be presented diagrammatically as follows: 
S1 rich     S2 poor 
 
     S1 non-rich 
From this, three interrelated arguments can be driven, a) something cannot be both S1 
(rich) and S1 (non-rich) at the same time. So, S1 and S1 are in contradiction and the 
relation between two is exclusion, b) it is always possible to define the contradictory 
of a term but the same situation is not true in defining a contrary. For instance, 
although the contrary of the term “triangular” does not exist, we can easily produce 
its contradictory as “non-triangular”, c) the relation between S1 and S2 is one of 
implication and S1 and S2 are two definitions of the same signification category.  
So, taking S2 as the starting point, then the following can be written: 
 S2= poor, S2 ≠ S1 may mean; 
 S1 = contrary to S2= rich, or 
 S1 = S2 = non-S2 = non-poor. 
 
This could be figured as: 
S2 poor     S1 rich 
 
     S2  non-poor 
The Greimasian semiotic square is obtained by combining of these two figures above 
as follows: 
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Figure 4.7 Greimasian Semiotic Square. 
 
As shown in Figure 4.7, the elementary structure of signification of Greimasian 
square is comprised of two main universes S and Not S (S), in which their relation is 
one of contradiction. The opposition of S1 and S2 can be transcended into a complex 
term denoted by S and the opposition between S2 and S1 into S, which is a neutral 
term including all negations. As Greimas (1987: 49) explains: “If the signification S 
(the universe as signifying whole, or any semiotic system) appears, at the level of its 
initial apprehension, as a semantic axis, it is opposed to S, taken as an absolute 
absence of meaning, and contradictory to the term S”. S is the axis of the complex 
and S is the neutral axis. 
 
In terms of mourning photography, S could be the photographs that signify mourning 
and S could be images that lack such a signification of mourning. As it is 
exemplified in Figure 4.7, besides these two semantic axes, there are four meaning 
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corners, which represent different abstract notions in a system. The complex seme S 
unites S1, S2 and S subsumes S1 and S2. The double-headed arrows represent the 
bilateral relationships between units and the dashed lines represent the relations 
between implications. The upper corners; S1 and S2 represent the two main opposing 
semic units (the negative and positive definitions) and they are the strong “contrary” 
parts. (Greimas, 1987: 50). These two units are only meaningful in relation to each 
other as in ‘white’ and ‘black’. Unit S2 provides the necessary difference to establish 
the meaning of S1. On the other hand, the lower corners S1 and S2 of the diagram are 
the two other available units, which cannot simply be included in the binary 
opposition of S1 and S2 (as for example, non-white and non-black) therefore are two 
supplementary slots presenting “contradictory” terms. (Chandler 2007: 106). In the 
forward of Greimas' work On Meaning: Selected Writings in Semiotic Theory 
Frederic Jameson (1987: xiv) explains S1 and S2 as “the simple negatives of the two 
dominant terms, but include far more than either: thus 'non-white' includes more than 
'black,' 'non-male' more than 'female'.” That is to say: non-white is not necessarily 
black therefore it is something different from S2 (black) and thus is out of the sphere 
of the binary opposition.  
 
Furthermore, the semiotic square is used to increase the number of analytic units 
from an established opposition to four and more logical classes, which suggests a 
semiotic signification going beyond either/or of binary logic. Jameson (as cited in 
Greimas, 1987: xiv) writes that: “the entire mechanism […] is capable of generating 
at least ten conceivable positions out of a rudimentary binary opposition.” Along 
with founding 4 positions (Position 1: S1, Position 2: S2, Position 3:  S2, Position 4: 
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S1), the semiotic square involves 6 meta-terms created out from the main four units 
of S1/ S2/ S1 and S2. Louis Hébert (2006) lists these additional positions as follows: 
Position 5 (S1 + S2): complex term  
Position 6 (S2 + S1): neutral term  
Position 7 (S1 + S2): positive deixis  
Position 8 (S2 + S1): negative deixis 
Position 9 (S1 + S1): unnamed 
Position 10(S2 +  S2): unnamed 
  
 
The representation of the deceased in mourning photographs withstands the basic 
dichotomous categorization of death/alive or absent/present. The ambivalent status of 
the disappeared represented in photographs as a practice of mourning (the rhetoric of 
memory) can be interpreted using Greimas' visual model of to articulate a set of 
relationships and created meanings about the mourned one. Following the framework 
explained above, if we enter the semiotic square using the oppositional terms of 
“life” and “death”, in relation to the material in question, initially we arrive at the 
mapping shown in Figure 4.8. 
 
At the semantic level, if S1 is assigned as “life”, then the logical contrary could be 
“death”, S2. The relation between S1 and S2 represents the main opposition. The 
initial binary pair in the upper corners (S1 and S2) is not a simple pair because in the 
case of mourning photography something, which is represented as “not death” is not 
necessarily “alive” in reality (as in Victorian post-mortem mourning portraits or 
something, which seem as “not alive” is not necessarily “death” (such as deathbed 
photography). Thus, it is necessary to have units at the lower corners to assign the 
sub-contraries as S2 “not death” and S1 “not-life” therefore, the four main related 
terms in a clockwise direction would be life, death, not death and not life. 
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Figure 4.8. Greimasian logic adapted to the opposition of life/death  
 
 S2 is defined with the phrase “both” and S1 is defined as “neither one”. So, S2, “not-
death”, is the composition of life and death. It is a subcategory of S1 life since life 
also means not-death. It includes more than only death and thus can refer to the 
living death. S1, “not-life”, is about subjects that are neither dead, nor alive and can 
be exemplified with spirits and angels. These are contrariety terms, in the sense that 
one has the soul and lacks the body and visa versa.  
 
Referring back to the table in Table 4.1 it can be said that the sub-contraries S2 and S1 
belongs to the liminal characters, which either lack a soul or body whereas S1 
belongs to the domain of the living and the subjects (Present Soul, Present Body) and 
S2 belongs to the sphere of the symbolic objects. In such images nothing remains of 
the subject (Absent Body and Absent Soul) and is marked by a double absence. If we 
further interpret the logic in Figure 4.8 and apply the units to the photographic 
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material and to the pair absence/presence, we produce the mapping shown in Figure 
4.9.    
 
Figure 4.9 Greimasian logic adapted to absence/presence  
in relation to mourning photography 
 
In Figure 4.9, the state (presence/absence) of the subject (the mourned one) in a 
photographic frame, can be defined initially by the four main units. In terms of the 
research material, I define the first position S1 (+ +) synonymous with “present” and 
equate to the ordinary photographs that are not intentionally produced as mourning 
images. They are shots of the existent: depicting the living subject (presence as in 
now). S1 is the category of photographs in which the subject exists in front of the 
camera both with his body and soul present. Such images can be marked with the 
phrase “I am alive and here”.72 The subject “I” here refers to the mourned one in the 
                                                
72 In order to discuss the temporal and spatial tensions of “time” in mourning photographs, I also 
decided to assign a template affirmation to each semantic unit, which refers to the photographic 
depiction. As the referent is dead in reality and mourning photography is about the lamentation of the 
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frame. As the subject depicted is still living, the affirmation belongs to the living 
speaker (first person singular) and written in the present tense. There is both a spatial 
and temporal presence. 
 
The contrariety of S1: Present would be S2 Absent (Absent Body and Absent Soul) 
thus, S2 is the collection of images that totally lack the subject. This negative 
category (- -) is about photographs that do not display the physical manifestation of 
the deceased but includes his/her being in a symbolic manner, either with their 
representation or, for example their favorite object (Figure 4.2). The referent, 
although not present as in S1, or not even partially present as in S2 “not death” and S1 
“not-life”, s/he has an imaginal presence (the immaterial trace of memory) in front of 
the camera therefore the affirmation could be “she is dead, not here but I can 
imagine/recall her”.  
 
The lower corners, (position 3 and 4) are contrariety terms, because one term 
contains what the other term lacks. Photographs in the category Not Absent (S2) and 
Not Present (S1) does not host the living in their total form, but contain the remains: 
the dead body or the spirit of the dead. Position 3 (Not Death) is more than absent 
and less than present, so can be described as having a “partial presence” which finds 
correspondence in Victorian post-mortem mourning portraits and some genres of 
still-born photographs in which the dead subject although dead is positioned as alive. 
They seem not dead but at the same time their being dead is what distinguishes these 
photographs. The affirmation of this category could be “She is dead, (I know), but 
looks alive”. The same logic is valid for the 4th position: (Not Life) in which we see 
                                                                                                                                     
mourning one, all the semantic units are written in second-person singular except S1. The referred 
“s/he” or “I” is the mourned one in the photograph.  
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the representation of a so-called semi-alive being: the spirit who is supposedly in 
action and has an interaction with the mourner but lacks a tangible body. The state of 
mourned one in front of the camera can be conceptualized as having a “partial 
absence” and for the spirit photographs considered as: “She is dead/absent but I can 
feel her here”.73  
As mentioned above in relation to the basic semiotic square, the tangled and 
labyrinthine nature of mourning photographs produces wide ranging discussions 
since the topic has no clear and definite borders. Not only are the status of the dead 
body and the opposition of life/death in mourning photographs multilayered, but also 
the concepts of absence and presence are not reconciled terms. The editors of the 
Anthropology of Absence (Billie et al., 2010:10) start their project assuming that 
absence “may have just as an occurrence in real life as presence”. They “take 
absence to be just as much an occurrence in real life as presence”. More over many 
of the authors discuss that absence and presence cannot be simply conceptualized as 
terms referring to spatial proximity; presence as being in front or being close; 
absence as being away from. Presence is also a matter of time (presence as in now, or 
a past presence). Patrick Fuery writes (as cited in Billie et al., 2010: 5), “Something 
is absent because it is not present, but the significant detail is that the absent of 
something is figured as potentially present” or as Mikkel Billie (2010: 11) states: 
“The absence of evidence is not evidence of absence.” In a similar approach, Victor 
Buchli (2010:186) suggests using concepts such as “propinquity” rather than 
“presence” since there are different degrees of nearness in different registers. For 
him “propinquity rather facilitates presence in terms of relation, analogy, nearness in 
                                                
73 In spirit photographs, actually, there are two kinds of representations, one is the presence of an 
unwanted uncanny spirit and the other one is the presence of a spirit of the missed loved one. So the 
affirmation might change as follows: “I am afraid she is here” for the unwanted spirits and  “fear she 
is dead” for the representation of the loved one's spirit. 
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time or nearness in place”. Furthermore, recent academic debates revolving around 
absence avoids regarding absence as the default logical antonym of presence. This 
holds true for the archival material of this dissertation since in the context of 
mourning photography, as there are paradoxical conditions about what is there, what 
is not or what appears to be there but is not. Such an understanding of absence and 
presence also facilitates the confronting presences that are not complete or absences 
that are haunted with remains. Morgan Meyer (2012: 108) argues that absence and 
presence should not be discussed in opposition, because “both have agency; both are 
performative and have affects”. Meyer and Kate Woodthorpe (2008) in their article 
“The Material Presence of Absence: A Dialogue Between Museums and Cemeteries” 
assign three interrelated aspects of absence as follows; “first, absence can be 
spatially located; second, that absence can have some kind of materiality; and, lastly, 
that absence can have agency (it 'acts' or 'does' things)”. Following these recent 
approaches instead of regarding absence and presence as basic antonymous terms, 
absence in the main corpus of the photographic material will be traced considering 
its relation with time, spatial location, materiality and its agency. To conclude, we 
can say that being present in a photograph is understood with regard to a definite 
mode of time and related to spatial factors. In this sense this research uses the 
Greimasian square as a tool to aid the discussion concerning the intertwining and 
intersecting temporal and spatial concepts absence/presence regarding mourning 
photography.  
Greimasian logic could be developed by the inclusion of metaterms and could 
improve the logic of analyzing the state of the mourned one, their different kinds of 
absence and presence by multiplying the semantic units. Louis Hébert (2006) argues 
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that if we use phrases like “he was dead and not dead” while defining a zombie, then 
metaterms have to be defined. He writes;  
Whatever the case, the apparent contradiction in many “absurd” utterances is 
neutralized through the dissimilation of meaning. This seems to be the case 
with the usual opening statement in Majorcan folk tales: “Axio era y no era” 
(it was and was not) and the Confucian maxim “Your son is not your son”, 
where the dissimilations revolve around the oppositions imaginary/real and 
filiation/ property.  
 
The mourning photographs presented in this dissertation are full of similar liminal 
characters, imaginary, not definite and oxymoron representations related to the 
mourned subject thus metaterms are very likely to be developed for our case.  About 
the structure of the Greimasian semiotic square, Marvin Katilius-Boydstun (1990:3) 
comments; “the square is a map of logical possibilities. As such, it can be used as a 
heuristic device, and in fact, attempting to fill it in stimulates the imagination.” In 
order to continue on meditating on the vast amount of photographic material to 
“stimulate our imagination”, we should continue on working on the external domains 
of the square by adding the tension of Time and pinpoint meta-terms with their 
matching photographic genres. Acknowledging the tension of Time inherent in a 
dead body, Ewa Domanska (2006:9) in her article “The Material Presence of the 
Past” writes, “the disappeared body is, as it were, a paradigm of the past itself, which 
is both continuous with the present and discontinuous from it; which simultaneously 
is and is not.” Recognizing this peculiarity of the dead body as both continuous 
(present) and discontinuous (absent), the outer square in Figure 4.10 subsumes the 
dilemma about temporal separations, spatial proximity / distance inherent in 
mourning photographs and combines Figure 4.8 and 4.9. 
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Figure 4.10. Greimasian logic adapted to the opposition of life/death and 
absence/presence in relation to mourning photography 
 
 
Metaterms 7 and 8 are about two concentrated kinds of deixis. One is the positive 
deixis that is shown in position 7 and is a complimentary term in which it is a 
combination of S1+ S2 (life + not death). On the other hand, position 8 is also a 
complimentary term creating a negative deixes, which unites S2+ S1 (death + not 
life). Louis Hébert (2006) explains that positive deixes is the intensifying term. In 
our example; S1 “Life” is reinforced with S2, “Not Death”. This semantic category in 
position 7 (+ + + -) can refer to deathbed photography in which the referent in the 
image is still alive but it is obvious that s/he will die soon. The referent is present (S1: 
Life) in the photographic frame and also continues to be present (S2: not death) in 
real life. There is an intense, double state of life but it is less than S1 as the subject's 
death is near. Therefore, this category can be marked with the phrase “imminent 
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absence” and can be identified by this statement: “She is here, but will not be soon” 
or “She is here but is going to die soon”. In such photographs death is approaching 
and mourning has already started before the actual death.  
 
On the other hand, the negative deixis is the semantic unit, which weakens the 
intensity of the term. In the combination here the units are “death + not life” in 
position 8 (- - - +). “Not-life” is not synonymous with the total absence as in S2, there 
is still something about the deceased that is left behind. There is absence but with a 
lesser intensity than total absence (S2). This category corresponds to the genre of 
funerary photographs, which depicts the dead body of the mourned one. Post-mortem 
photographs that depict the dead in open-caskets or funerary images that display the 
deceased body or graveyard imageries are examples of this type in which there is a 
“present absence”. In the photographic frame, the mourner is side by side with the 
dead body. Thus, such photographs are the confirmation of the death of the loved 
one. The iconography suggests the acceptance of this death, as it is in a funerary set-
up. (“She is dead and I accept it.”)  
 
Metaterm 5 (past presence) is the domain of oxymoron terms, which are in fact 
contradicting but coexist simultaneously and successfully; therefore, they are 
regarded as complex terms. The example of metaterm 5, given by Louis Hébert 
(2006) is the oxymoron “black sun” which combines the contrary terms light and 
dark in it within succession. Regarding the material in this dissertation, the 
contradicting terms that come into play are “life” and “death” (S1 + S2). Despite 
existing as living in front of the camera, the referent of the image is in reality, in 
present time, dead. There is no indication of anything in the frame that can be 
 140 
associated with death. The life that is represented in the photographic frame has 
already expired and indeed belongs to the past tense although the image claims the 
opposite. Thus, such photographs include both death and life and the living image of 
a dead presents a past presence. Therefore, the statement also includes a tension, 
“She is not here now (dead), but was (alive) once”. As it is an issue of time, there is 
always a shift in the nature of the ordinary photographs belonging to Position 1 
(Present). Once the referent of these photographs dies in real life, his/her 
representation gains a potential of being a mourning photograph. So, the images 
belonging to S1 (present presence) have a tendency to change sections and become a 
part of metaterm 5 (past presence). 
 
Metaterm 6 contains concepts that do not basically belong to any class of the 
semiotic square. These are the images that lack; a signification of mourning, a 
nuance of grief and are actually not about the dying and death of the loved one. This 
means metaterm 6 is also the domain of neutral photographs that do not even contain 
a subject, regardless of whether they are dead or not (as in Figure 4.2). They might 
include; objects, spaces and landscapes that have no connection with the deceased 
and do not contain any symbolic meaning regarding the loss of a loved one. So, it 
can be defined as “neither absent, nor present” and the affirmation could be “No 
memory of her”. This issue of lacking memory can also concern a temporal distance. 
There could be a subject in a mourning image but when the mourner dies and the 
mourned one is erased from the memories of the viewers, then the same image 
begins to lack the required memory of the deceased and could be an example of this 
category. So, this neutral category could be the images that might be mourning 
images initially but change status when the encoder of the meaning disappears. This 
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time gap erases the memory of the subject in the frame and empties the implication 
of mourning. Indeed, many photographs discussed in this dissertation gain this status 
when the memory is lost and the photo became dispossessed. If there is no one to 
mourn for the dead then the loaded nature of mourning photograph becomes neutral, 
loses its effect and intensity.   
 
Based on this founding logic of categorization developed in Figure 4.10, the 
remainder of this chapter extends the discussion of the referent’s being and non-
being, presence and absence by giving examples from the photographic material in 
the following four categories: “Photographs of the Living” (including Position 1, 5 
and 7), “Photographs of the Liminal: The Living Dead and the Spirit” (Position 3 and 
4), “Photographs of the Dead” (Position 8) and “Photographs of the Objects: 
Symbolic Representations” (Position 2). 74  After giving various examples of 
absence/presence inherent in mourning photographs depending on Greimasian logic, 
the conclusion section gives an overview of the typology and presents the main 
arguments derived from the application of the semiotic square. 
 
 
4.2 Photographs of the Living 
 
This section generally describes mourning photographs depicting the alive (that have 
Present Body, Present Soul) through traditional efforts, practices and perceptions. It 
discusses how the meaning of an ordinary photograph can be altered in terms of the 
context in which it is used and accordingly how they are modified. The photograph 
                                                
74 Metaterm 6 would not be discussed further as a separate section as it is about images that are neutral 
or images that do not include any theme of mourning. The discussion revolving around metaterm 6 is 
continue in the conclusion part of this Chapter in section 4.6 
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of the deceased taken when s/he was alive is also used for commemoration without 
being regarded as morbid like post-mortem photographs, since it shows the deceased 
alive. However, this raises the question as to how a memorial portrait can be 
distinguished from any other ordinary photograph of a living person, given that all 
photographs have a mnemonic function.  
 
4.2.1 Life (Present Presence) 
Our own death cannot be experienced, whereas the death of the other can be. It is not 
practically possible to mourn for the self. As one dies, no self will remain that can 
mourn. The mourner and the mourned are mutually exclusive terms. According to 
the ancient Greek philosopher Epicurus there is nothing to fear in death because 
death is not a part of life. In his letter to Menoecus, he (2011: 422) famously wrote: 
“Death, the most frightening of bad things, is nothing to us; since when we exist, 
death is not yet present, and when death is present, then we do not exist.” Ludwig 
Wittgenstein (2007: 106) makes a similar account of death and states: “Death is not 
an event in life. Death is not lived through.” In this sense, death is a specific 
experience of absence of the self that cannot be practiced. Although one cannot 
mourn for the self after death, one can have feelings of grief and longing for the self 
while living. A past moment, a past way of being can also result in mournful 
feelings. Photography’s ability to carry a past moment to the present time can cause a 
self-reflective experience that reminds person how they have changed and aged. One 
can look at his/her own photograph and long for his/her previous states and even 
might feel grief towards the loss of his/her former versions. One’s particular state in 
the past is history now. A past moment that is gone and dead. In this sense, even 
though an ordinary photograph that is not intended to reflect longing and mourning, 
may create such feelings towards the “self”: mourning for one's past life. In such 
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cases, the person longed for and mourned is the same as the one who is mourning 
and longing. One can further argue that, such simple photographs, which are not 
intended to signify death, can also function to symbolize one's own mortality. Every 
photograph is inscribed with the emphasis of memento-mori and therefore, according 
to Barthes (2000: 115) every photograph is also an indication of one’s future death. 
For him, this is the madness of photography. Photographs are not only about the lost 
time but also about life that will be lost one day. Thus, they are inherently 
melancholic. The owner of the photograph sometimes expresses such concerns, not 
by an iconographical set-up in front of the camera, or by modifications but through 
an addition of a text at the back of the image.75 One example is this short poem that 
acknowledges both the ephemeral quality of the photographic paper and the writer’s 
own fleeting life itself.  
 Zamanın bendeki görünür hali...  
 Bu görüntüyü de silecek zaman  
 Zamanla herşeyi sildiği gibi. (Found photograph) 
 
The writer’s description of photography as the inscription of time, is in keeping with 
the Sontag’ observation (1979: 70): “Through photographs we follow in the most 
intimate, troubling way the reality of how people age. Photography is the inventory 
of mortality.” Photography makes people conscious of time passing and also reminds 
us of our own mortality. These concerns are expressed in the back of the photographs 
through short texts while such memorial objects are seeking a remembrance that is 
everlasting. These poems are marked with the future tense and the future death of the 
self. They are like a mournful meditation on self and can be described as “imagining 
absence”. 
                                                
75 The back of the photograph is also an area of expression that involves various tensions of absence 
and presence. The texts at the rear, as literary portraits, comment, acknowledge, deny or counter the 
front of the photograph. These discussions are developed and related photographs are collected but 
not discussed in this dissertation and left for a future study.  
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4.2.2 Life and Death (Past Presence) 
 
In order to define particular absence/presences that various images of the living claimed 
to accommodate, first subsection 4.2.2.1, argues that the referent's death in real life 
changes their state in the photograph. The second sub-section 4.2.2.2 called marking the 
absent focuses on amateur modifications (marking, labeling, cutting and writing) 
implemented on the photograph long after the shooting, which revises the original 
reading and the state of the referent in the image. The following section, 4.2.2.3 touching 
presences, focuses on the desire that resists acknowledging the absence and that holds 
the memory of the departed through tactile photographic objects.  
 
4.2.2.1 Bi-presences versus uni-presences  
An ordinary studio photograph (Figure 4.3) of a living woman sitting in a studio 
décor (which does not include any kind of modification) cannot be regarded as 
mourning photography at first glance, especially immediately after it is produced. It 
is an image that proves the referent is alive and his/her presence in front of the lens 
when the shutter is released. There is no concrete indication of loss, longing or 
absence in the iconography. Until the referent dies in reality, such a photograph 
represents a double presence, which I call as “bi-presences.” The referent is present 
both in real life and in the photographic image. The photograph is like a kind of 
mirror in the sense that it captures the reflection and fixes it. On the other hand, when 
the referent dies and becomes absent in reality, this double conjugating relation 
between the referent and his/her image breaks. When gazing at a photograph of a 
deceased person the spectator realizes that the reflection of the referent continues to 
be present, in the absence of the referent. When one side of the double ring is 
missing, photographs became living images of the dead one, which do not have a 
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material referent. So, photographs having a “bi-presence” may not be deliberately 
produced initially as a photograph that connotes mourning but can gain such 
importance later when the referent dies in reality and when such photographs become 
start to wander like specters of the deceased. I define such images that do not sustain 
the condition of being a pair, as having “uni-presences.” When the subject dies and 
his/her material manifestation in reality becomes absent, a shift from “bi-presence” 
to “uni-presence” occurs. 
 
Photographs freeze a specific time and capture a particular moment of past and 
situate it within the present. A temporal gap occurs between the moment when the 
photograph was taken and the moment when it is viewed. Barthes, (2000) explains 
this as the punctum of time. Historical photographs have a particular place in this 
discussion of presence and absence since in these photographs the referents are 
mostly in reality already dead.76  Barthes (2000: 96) writes that “In historical 
photographs there is always a defeat of Time in them: that is dead and that is going 
to die. These little girls (…) - how alive they are! They have their whole lives before 
them; but also they are dead (today), they are then already dead (yesterday).” In this 
sense, older ordinary photographs are images having “uni-presences” and are by 
default about absence, even though they are not intentionally constructed to signify 
absence or loss. Barthes explains this through his experience when he is hit by the 
punctum of time “I passed beyond the unreality of the thing represented, I entered 
crazily into the spectacle, into the image, taking into my arms what is dead, what is 
going to die.” (2000: 117) So, this photograph in Figure 4.3, merely by being an old 
                                                
76  The dispossessed images that I have collected from antique markets and reprinted in this 
dissertation are mostly historical photographs that include this tension and “defeat” of time. 
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photograph, it is about death and absence, which may bring feelings of nostalgia and 
melancholia. 
 
4.2.2.2 Marking the absent 
The heading of this subsection relates to the fact that, the camera initially recorded 
the presence of the referent, but it declares the contrary. There is no indication of 
death in the original construction set up during the shooting. Yet, these images 
contain an effort to change the reading of the image by labeling it with death and 
transform the final reading into a description of the referent's absence.  
         
Figure 4.11 Cross sign on the right corner of the soldier indicates his death.   
(Author’s private collection)  
Figure 4.12 The black ribbon attached fills the photograph with mourning. 
(Courtesy of Şükrü Melek) 
 
 
Photographs are emotionally loaded artifacts that undergo many adjustments and 
alterations implemented by the owner for different reasons and in many amateur 
ways. The touch of the owner can change the constructed meaning created in front of 
the camera at the time of the shooting. One example might be the ordinary 
photograph of the living reproduced in small rectangles of paper to be pinned to the 
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clothes of those attending the deceased’s funerals (as in Figure 4.13). The addition of 
a text (the year of birth & death, name of the subject, some words of longing -such 
as; hoşçakal- (farewell), or an indication of the cause of death -such as; hürriyet için- 
(for freedom) for those who died in civil unrest in Figure 4.14) and symbolically 
framing the photograph by black border (Figure 4.14) adds a further nuance to the 
image. Black bordered frame is not only used for the paper photos pinned to the 
clothes of the mourners but also used in envelopes that carry the notice of death 
(Figure 4.15). Among the alterations, a “X” symbol is sometimes used to signify that 
the subject is no longer alive (Figure 4.11) and attaching a black ribbon to the 
photograph is another example (Figure 4.12).77 
 
  
Figure 4.13 Paper pin (Author’s private collection) 
Figure 4.14 Paper pin (Author’s private collection) 
Figure 4.15 Black framed envelope78 (Courtesy of Şükrü Melek) 
 
In Figure (4.13), the photograph of Hıfzı Veldet Velidedeoğlu’s was taken in a 
private space in front of a bookcase. He is holding his glasses and smiling at the 
camera. This image is like a snapshot from his daily routine. Nothing is present in 
front of the camera to falsify his presence. While the referent of the original 
photograph says, “I am here,” its modified version, claims the opposite; “not 
                                                
77 Black ribbon is also pinned to the clothes of mourners in funeral ceremonies or sometimes placed 
on the body of the deceased as in Figure 4.30. 
 
78 The stamp on the envelope is from the Ottoman period. 
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anymore.” In Figure 4.16 there has been a deliberate action to remove a person by 
cutting them from every family photograph. Different from the unwanted absence 
created by death, in these two examples, the absence of the subject is what is desired 
and imagined. Thus, they are examples of symbolically erasing the presence of the 
referent, who was still living at the point when they were removed from the 
photograph. Here, the motivation appears to be to ignore a family member 
demonstrating visually that the subject is not accepted to be a part of the family 
anymore.  
Figure 4.16 Family photographs in which one member is cut out  
(Author’s private collection)  
 
4.2.2.3 Touching presences 
Photography is defined as a “melancholy object” by many scholars (Sontag, 1979; 
Barthes, 2000; Batchen, 2004 and Gibson, 2004). In order to quieten the grief caused 
by the absence of the departed, one can see efforts of the mourner to emphasize the 
captured presence in the image. By adding memory objects that belonged, or are 
related to the departed one, the feeling of absence is ignored and covered up. This 
section will focus on some melancholic efforts of the mourner in emphasizing the 
presence of the mourned one in photography. 
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Photography as an image left behind - marked with the traces of the lost one- is a 
kind of relic that seeks to symbolically replace the dead body of the departed. 
Possessing a relic eases the anxiety that the visual depiction of the beloved’s 
decomposing body 79  creates (Fedida, 2003: 64). Therefore, in order to avoid 
remembering the death of the loved one as a corpse (which is the manifestation of 
the social dread of decomposition), relics are used to stand in for this disturbing 
imagery. Photographs are perfect relics as they have a strong connection with the 
referent. Since photographs are invisible and transparent objects, the referent in the 
image has a strong, yet illusionary presence. This presence is made stronger by the 
extra additions to the image. In such practices, it is as if the photograph does not 
have enough materiality, so the mourner tries to create a body or assigns a kind of 
physicality to the image.  
 
Figure 4.17 A tactile daguerreotype, 1879 (Reprinted from Batchen, 2004) 
 
 
In particular, the structure of early photographic technologies allowed the inclusion of 
additional material belonging to the deceased beside his/her image. Daguerreotypes 
                                                
79 Commenting on the disturbance of the dead body, Harvey (2007: 13) writes: “Apparitions of a 
corpse represented a restless and unholy spectre (tormented and tormenting its hapless living witness), 
and reflected the social dread of decomposition and a fascination with the afterlife of the body (as 
opposed to that of the soul).  
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(as in Figure 4.17) have a peculiar place among other photographic technologies 
hence it emerges as a symbolic space of remembrance, which cannot be fully 
understood apart from its “objectness”. Geoffrey Batchen (2004: 32) describes the 
photographic practices of the Victorian era (such as photographic jewelry, lockets, 
daguerreotypes) as “photographic objects” that demand to be touched and handled as 
well as looked at in order to be fully experienced it. The case which encloses the 
daguerreotype allow users to place personal memories next to the referents 
photograph for example, there used to be a tradition to add a lock of hair of the 
deceased to the case sometimes together with a handwritten note (as in Figure 4.17). 
This touch of the owner, turns basic images to a hybrid keepsakes full of expressions. 
Because of its traditional presentation, it becomes not only an optical document but 
also a multi-sensory tactile one that triggers a Proustian involuntary memory. Batchen 
(2004: 61) describes his experience of holding a daguerreotype: 
Hand and eye must work as one if a daguerreotype is to be brought into 
visibility; the look of images comes only with the feel of its materiality. 
Designed to be touched, these photographs touch back, casually grazing the 
pores of our skin with their textured surfaces.  
 
The weight and volume of a daguerreotype, the combination of several materials, the 
multilayered quality, and the inside and outside of the case, all these qualities provide 
a unique tactility to the photographic object. The inclusion of the role of sight, touch 
and smell may create a sensation of proximity between the departed and the bereaved. 
Photograph of the deceased together with the fragments from the dead body, are used 
as a relic that replace the horrifying image of the corpse and also meantime secures 
the living memory of the deceased through the presentation of his/her photographic 
image.  
For Sontag (1979: 18): “Each still photograph is a privileged moment, turned into a 
slim object that one can keep and look at again.” For Barthes (2000: 13) 
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“Photography transformed subject into object and even, one might say, into a 
museum object….” In this way, one can relate the materiality of this kind of 
photographic images and such practices of memorializing, to the urge to possess the 
trace of the departed countering his/her absence. So the lost deceased transformed 
into an object through photography, can be literally possessed by the mourner. Such 
photographic objects suggest that the subject in the image is already dead (because 
s/he is only present by the representation), but s/he continues to live in the image by 
the efforts of the mourner. The emotional attachment causes an internal dialogue 
between the referent’s representation and the mourner that creates a sense of 
continuity. For a grieving one, building a relation with the photograph of the dead 
can be regarded as a desire to efface his/her non-existence. For Sontag (1979: 80), 
photography inevitably entails a certain patronizing of reality, from being “out there” 
the world comes to be “inside” photographs.” The ability of the photograph to 
transform the referent from “out there” to “inside” makes the memory of the dead 
into something that could be possessed. After the loss, it is as if the mourner by 
collecting the possible remains as souvenirs from the body and his/her livelihood 
tries to secure the deceased’s existence. So, turning the photograph to a keepsake can 
be considered as a symbolic way to make the absent present. As Harvey (2007: 41) 
puts it, “pseudo-photographic relics (such as the shroud and veil) forged an indexical 
link with, and preserve a visual residue of, their subject.” As a symbol of immortality 
such “pseudo-photographic relics” allow the mourner to continue to feel attached to 
the deceased using memory, emotion and subjective imagination.  
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4.2.3 Life and Death (Imminent Absence): Deathbed Photography 
 
 
Figure 4.18 Sixteen-year-old Habibe captured just before her death, 1960s. 
(Reprinted with the courtesy of Tayfun İçsel) 
 
 
In his personal blog Tayfun İçsel (2011) discusses the deathbed photograph of her 
mother’s cousin (online interview on 24.07.2012) in Figure 4.18, considering the 
reason for capturing a photograph (producing a memory) just before she died: 
Fotoğraf’taki kızın ismi Habibe, 16 yaşında. Yorgunluktan kendini yatağa 
atmış ve birazdan derin bir uykuya dalacakmış gibi bakıyor. Ama durumun 
aslı bu değil. Habibe kanserden dolayı yatıyor. Fakat mesele hastalıktan 
dolayı yatması değil bu fotoğraf çekildikten saatler sonra Habibe’nin ölümü 
ve bu fotoğrafın çekilme amacı… Yanında kimse yok, ağlayan, endişelenen 
ya da tam tersine umutla hastalıktan kurtulması bekleyen. Anı olarak çekilmiş 
olsa neden böyle bir zaman ve durumdan anı yaratmak istensin ki? 
 
 
As in this photograph, not every deathbed photograph implies at first glance that the 
person is soon to be dead. However, the history behind the image states the opposite. 
The question İçsel asks, can be answered by trying to understand the desire of the 
photographer/mourner to resist the foreseen absence of the loved one by capturing 
her alive. 
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Figure 4.19 Last photograph with the children around their father’s deathbed, 
1960s (Reprinted with the kind permission of Nurhan Karaduman) 
 
In the deathbed photograph in Figure 4.19, the bereavement can be read from the 
expressions of the children and the wife. Their fragility catches the eyes. The 
mourners seem helpless both facing the camera and death. Medical equipment is 
visible on the left side of the picture and there is a tube entering the man’s nose who 
is motionless and appears to be unconscious. The father is on the threshold between 
life and death; and cannot share in the memory of this photographic moment. The 
youngest child has her hand placed on her father’s head. The wife also tries to hold 
on to her “about to disappear” husband both via touching his hair at the time of 
shooting and later inscribing this particular photograph. The traditional phrases when 
coupled with the front side of the photograph, acts as a lamentation. The note reads 
“8.6.1966 Salı, Hastanede çektirdiğimiz unutulmaz ve ölmez hatıra. Saat 7:30 
suları.” It is obvious that while using the cliché statement of “unforgettable and 
everlasting memory” (unutulmaz ve ölmez hatıra), what she means is that his 
memory will reside in them forever; never to be forgotten he will remain in their 
memories. In the text, not only the year and day, but also the time is precisely noted. 
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This could be read as the attention given to every hour and even minute. The father 
dies a couple of hours after this photograph was taken.80 Thus, the photograph marks 
an absence, which was imminent.  
 
Roland Barthes (2000) comments famously on the photograph of Lewis Payne who 
is punished with a death sentence that shows him in his prison cell where he waits to 
be hanged. This photograph is a good one and the boy is handsome comments 
Barthes and for him (2000: 96) this is the studium of the image. Whereas the 
punctum would be: “he is going to die”. More dreadful, is that “this will be and this 
has been”. Thus, for Barthes, in fact every photograph tells “death in future”. In 
deathbed photography this “future” is quite near and the feeling of approaching death 
is condensed. Similarly, Fiona Parrot (2010: 133) comments that the, “rituals of 
family life go on but because photographs are about remembering in future, every act 
of photographing the dying articulates their anticipated absence.” In Figure 4.18 and 
4.19, the impending death is made visible. Although the father is not death yet, he 
will die very soon and everybody pictured in the photograph is aware of this. The 
inscription at the back that notes the time (7:30 suları) can be read as the punctum of 
this image. In this sense, deathbed photographs depicting the not yet dead subject, 
cannot be viewed without thinking one step ahead: the death of the ill. “Death” is in 
the same room, waiting… Thus, in such deathbed photographs, “death” is invisible 
but present and indeed is the main character in the image. Therefore, in order to 
emphasize the temporal tension and the impending death in deathbed photographs, 
the state of the mourned one might be defined as having an “imminent absence”. 
More than being about presence (Present Soul and Present Body), these images are 
                                                
80 Information from an interview with Nurhan Karaduman, the owner of the photograph (17.05.2011, 
Ankara) 
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about the coming absence of the loved one and are filled with mourning before the 
actual death occurred. Although the ill person is still physically present, such 
photographs may slowly make one enter into the grieving, as the subject that the 
relatives know has already gone. What is left behind (the unconscious body) is only 
like a photograph, a trace…  
 
Margaret Gibson’s (2004) analysis of her own father's deathbed photograph (Figure 
4.20) can shed some light on the issue that questions to what extent the unconscious 
person is present or absent in front of the camera. Her photograph was taken in a 
hospital room where her father was about to die. In addition, she is pregnant and 
holds an ultrasound image of her son near her father’s face although he seems to be 
unconscious.81 She writes (2004: 295):  
The three-dimensional body as a flat surface image on photographic paper, 
haunts as the substantial, the longed for, and the impossible. In the direct look 
at the camera lens the photographed subject says: ‘Here I am’, asserting their 
existence into the recording of the image. Registered in the image is my 
father’s imminent death. In this photograph, my father is disengaged from the 
lens and production of the image. Technically, in terms of the image, he is in 
the photograph but he is not there. This raises for me an ethical dilemma 
about publishing a photograph where my father is not actively making 
himself into an image. 
 
 
In both the deathbed photographs (in Figure 4.19 and 4.20) the father figure for 
whom death is approaching, cannot look, see, gaze… but becomes the object of the 
gaze of the beholder, which makes him defenseless. Bronfen (1992: 44) regards 
every representation of death as violent “precisely because it implies the safe 
position of a spectator (voyeur) and because a fragmentation and idolization of the 
body -i.e. from its real materiality and its historical context (fetishism) - is always 
                                                
81 For Margaret Gibson (2004: 295) this is “a sad image traced by two ghosts - the ghostly trace that is 
the quality of an ultrasound image, and the ghost of my father. I too am a ghost in that photo. Through 
the technology of photography, human beings have made themselves into specters. Spectrality is part 
of the desire of looking at photographs - we invite being looked at ‘by ghosts’.” 
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built into such images.” In deathbed and post-mortem photography, the mourned one 
gives no consent. The photograph is for the use of the mourner and is a construction 
of his/her and therefore, might have ethical drawbacks.  
 
 
Figure 4.20 Father in deathbed, “together” with his daughter and grandson. 
(Reprinted from Gibson; 2004, p. 295). 
 
 
4.3 Photographs of the Liminal 
 
Photography has a curious ability to objectify someone living and/or a live moment. 
Subjects turn to objects when they are photographed. That is why Barthes (2000: 14) 
considers posing to a camera as a mortifying experience and writes: “The 
photograph represents that very subtle moment when (…) I am neither subject nor 
object but a subject who feels he is becoming an object: I then experience a micro-
version of death: I am truly becoming a specter.” Such an ambiguity can also be 
observed in the body of the dead as death is also a phenomenon that objectifies the 
subject. The person is no longer regarded basically a subject when s/he stops living 
(even she is names as: corpse, dead body, cadaver, remains). The dead body and the 
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fictional spirit are the physical residues that remain after the death of the subject, like 
a photograph that carries the traces from a lived moment. Akin to dead bodies, 
photographs are also dead as they present frozen fixed moments in time that does not 
continue to flow. Photographs are like the physical remains of an expired moment. 
Both the moment and the subject, once animate, become inanimate when captured.  
 
Neither the inanimate dead body, nor a still photograph depicting a dead body or 
spirit, is an ordinary object. This is because they are not perceived as solely objects; 
rather their materiality is effaced. Photographs are distinctive objects because their 
association with the referent is so strong that their thingness becomes invisible. In 
this context, Edwards (1999: 223) calls photographs “transparent objects.” When 
holding a photograph rather than seeing the materiality of the photograph, one tends 
to recognize the referent. The memory work prevailing makes it hard to differentiate 
the referent from the representation. This kind of transparency assigned to 
photography gives it the power of symbolically bringing the absent one near. In a 
similar way, it is very hard to create an emotional distance to the dead body of the 
loved one and regard it as a pure object or as a corpse. One tends to see the dead 
body as a human being that should be alive but is not anymore, especially when it 
belongs to someone dear. But at the same time, the sight of the dead body of the 
loved one is about his/her absence. In her dissertation called Visual Codes of 
Secrecy, Julia St George (2005: 52) exemplifies the subjective impact of death by 
telling her own experience of her sister's death by writing: 
I walked into her room as she took her last breath and the sudden sight of her 
corpse, now without its animating life force, revealed to me so much about 
what had become absent. I could see who she had been very clearly because 
of what was no longer there in her body. 
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By looking at the remains of her sister, George sees, what was missing. She fully 
understands her sister only when absence occurs. Absence of the soul places human 
beings between entities, becoming liminal characters. At the same time, the absence 
of the body, in the case of spirit photography, puts the departed on the edge of life 
and death. In “Corpsing the Image,” Schwenger (2000) writes that death cannot be 
seen directly; it is only visible by its effects. When death takes place, it departs and 
what remains is the corpse, or the spirit (in the case of spirit photography), which is 
disturbing. For Schwenger (2000: 400) the corpse is not horrifying because of death, 
but because, in his words: “we see a subjectivity at the same time that we see an 
object; we see the degree to which subjectivity is the seeing of an object.” In relation 
to Kristeva’s state of abjection, in which the borders of the subject and object cannot 
be sustained he (2000: 400) writes that “the corpse is a subject; it is an object; it is 
neither and both, an uneasy frontier.” Becker and Knudson (2003: 694) claims that 
death actually exists as immaterial figures that behaves “as if” real people and the 
“dead are the subtle bodies that exist in-between the physical, mental, and spiritual 
worlds.” Their “in-between”, indefinite, precarious character turns them to uncanny 
entities that create uneasiness. Yet, having once been a subject, dead bodies are 
regarded as things that should be excluded from the society and from the cultural 
domain.82  
 
The writers of Beyond the Body Death and Social Identity (1999, Hallam, E; 
Hockney, J and Howard, G.) focusing on hybrid categories - such as “vegetables” 
(referring to socially death subject) and “vampires” (social presence of disembodied 
                                                
82 The sight of a decomposing dead body is an image that is avoided in contemporary societies. 
Bodies are either mummified, and corrected immediately after death in western communities or made 
invisible by the management of the corpse by funeral directors such as burial or cremation as soon as 
possible. 
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person)- argues that the relationship between the body and the self is not that simple. 
Discussing categories they (1999: 1-4) define as “socially dead but biologically 
alive” and “socially alive but biologically dead”, they claim that “not all bodies are 
synonymous with the self and not all selves have an embodied corporeal presence.” 
By doing so, they problematize the differentiation of life and death in definite and 
exclusive way. In this sense, similar to the description of “vampires” and 
“vegetables”, both the dead body and photographs of dead bodies are curious, hard 
to define liminal presences that are triggers for memories of a lived life/moment. 
Both of them entail traces from their former status and recall their previous state: 
when the person was alive, when the moment was not ended. This makes it hard to 
consider dead body and a photograph as simple objects. A dead body is proof of 
death but at the same time, it is also about a life that has been lived. Bodies have 
histories. Similarly, a photograph is proof of a moment past/death, but is also 
evidence that the captured moment happened in real time. The camera reduces 
incidents, moments, and subjects, that is to say, reality itself to an image: an 
inanimate object. Elizabeth Bronfen (1992: 84-85) by taking the relation between 
photograph and a dead body elaborates on the problem of the representation of death 
as follows: 
Yet, the problem is that the corpse, much like the image in general, is always 
a body-double, so that whatever the survivors see is only a reference to some 
absent and more meaningful concept or image that is always already lost, 
always again receding from our perceptual grasp. […] Much like the corpse, 
empty of its soul, representation of death refer to the absence of full meaning 
by signaling that the meaning is elsewhere. The analogy between image and 
corpse – so supremely exposed when the image is that of a corpse – resides 
in the fact that both conceal and reveal at the same time; both are doubles in 
that they point to what is absent and to their own act of representation. 
 
In this sense, photographs of dead bodies and spirits are interesting transparent 
objects that by receding from our perception somehow makes the unwanted 
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separation visible. The avoided imagery, the status of the dead and the 
transformation of the subjects (from living to living dead or spirits) are visualized 
and can be seen. The liminal status of a dead body that oscillates between 
subject/object positions becomes more complicated and exaggerated when it is 
merged with photography. As Bronfen explained in the quotation above, 
photographs of the dead bodies “both conceal and reveal at the same time” 
oscillating among absence and presence. In connection with Bronfen’s comment in 
the following section different kinds of traditional and contemporary post-mortem 
and spirit photographs where the dead body and the living image of the dead and 
spirit combine will be analyzed. 
 
 
4.3.1 Not Death (Not Absent): Mourning Portraits 
 
In this section the different kinds of absence/presence belonging to different 
visualization and constructions of the subjects can be described as liminal. These 
images do not host the subjects in their complete form, but contain them partially; 
which give them an in between character. Subsection 4.3.1.1 'As if' presences refers 
to the liminal state of mourned one in traditional Victorian post-mortem mourning 
portraits and 4.3.1.2 Confirming presence focuses on the contemporary versions: the 
still-born photographs that especially has an iconography, which attempts to conceal 
the death of the beloved.  
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4.3.1.1 “As if” presences 
Various artifacts (post-humous painting, death masks and shrines) to commemorate 
the deceased and secure the image of the loved one are produced. Photographing the 
dead body is one of these artifacts and is a tradition as old photography itself. 
Victorian post-mortem mourning portraits differ from photographs that capture a 
living subject, aim to capture the last image of the deceased, sometimes together 
with the members of the family. Early photographic technologies required a very 
long exposure time therefore, it is necessary to pose motionless as if dead, to avoid 
blur but to look life-like 83  in the image. In the case of some post-mortem 
photographs, a contrary effort can be observed. The one that supposedly posing is 
the dead subject and the source of the challenge is not to control the motion but to 
set up the motionless subject in such a pose that they look alive and animate.  
 
Figure 4.21, Figure 4.22 Post-mortem Mourning Portraits concealing death  
(Courtesy of Thanatos Archive) 
 
                                                
83 Barthes (2000: 14) describes uncomforting sides of being photographed by writing that as the 
camera transforms the real being into an inanimate image, which he describes as “a micro-version of 
death.” He observes that the photographer also fears this death. Thus, makes a great effort to make the 
portrait “lifelike”, but nevertheless, fails.  
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In some type of post-mortem photographs called “mourning portraits,” the death of 
the loved one is concealed (Zemanek, 2010: 84). Great efforts are put in order to set 
up a construction in front of the lens that hides the absence of the soul. This could be 
seen as an attempt to create comforting images of the dead. In Figure 4.22, a hidden 
person behind the black curtain held the dead boy in a standing pose. In Figure 4.30, 
the deceased is the girl standing in the middle on closer observation she is not 
standing properly, she is on tiptoe. Other examples of trying to create the illusion of 
life are the details of the pupils being painted on closed eyelids to make the subject 
seem awake and looking at the camera (Figure 4.21). Some mourning portraits hide 
the death of the subject so successfully that the true purpose can only be revealed by 
particular iconography; such as the inclusion of symbols of death such as a fading 
flower, a pair of scissors, a clock and medicine bottles. An example of this 
iconography is shown in Figure 4.23 in which a young dead girl is posed holding- 
scissors, which symbolizes the cutting the thread of life.  
 
Figure 4.23 Dead girl with scissors and doll, 1890.  
(Courtesy of Thanatos Archive) 
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There is also a common pose in which the closed eyes of the dead are not retouched 
but their eyes being shut is legitimized by the photographer setting up a particular 
mise-en-scene that establishes the reason for the closed eyes as sleep, not death 
(Figure 2.27). Dead infant is frequently held by the mother in such a way that, s/he 
look like having nap (Figure 2.32). As Jay Ruby (1995: 72) comments; “ 'the last 
sleep' pose represents an attempt to actually conceal death. For want of a better label, 
this style can be titled alive, yet dead.” In the case of post-mortem subjects, what 
these photographic objects triggers is, the oscillation between the deceased’s absence 
and presence, its object nature and subject nature at the same time. John Troyer 
(2007: 22), in his recent article named “Embalmed Visions” discusses how the 19th 
century preservation technologies altered the dead body and transformed it into 
something new; “a photographic image, […] a dead person that looked alive.” For 
him (2007: 25) through such an effort to produce a deep sleep effect “a specific kind 
of ‘alive but dead’ human body is produced.” The past is remembered through 
images of it as the departed is also remembered by his/her traces. That is why the 
last photograph or maybe the only photograph of the deceased produced in Victorian 
era is crucial as it determines how the deceased is to be remembered after his/her 
body has disappeared. In post-mortem mourning portraits Michael Worton (2006: 
130) considers that, “death is countered by freezing an idealized moment of 
togetherness, which becomes the starting-point for, and the guarantee of, verbalized 
articulation of eternal love and fidelity.” Therefore, one can say that “pretend 
presences” are temporary artificial beings created for the click of the camera to 
guarantee an “eternal love.”  
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Yet, post-mortem mourning portraits that contain a representation of the dead as if in 
a “deep sleep” or those that are try to conceal the absence of the subject carry an 
unfortunate confusion. The inanimate “alive but dead” body of the deceased is 
treated as the essential object of the set-up in the studio. Still, there is the inevitable 
awareness of its performative and artificial quality. The efforts to conceal the death 
of the loved one in mourning portraits are what “pricks” the eye of the spectator and 
acts as the punctum in the image, which indeed changes the whole meaning (Barthes, 
2000: 26-27). At first glance they might seem, as ordinary family photographs that 
satisfy the order of studium and the viewer may not realize that the posing subject is 
actually dead. However, for the mourner, the same image has a personal meaning 
since they are aware of its post-mortem aspect thus, it signifies the absence of the 
departed. The mourner has the ability to distinguish the 'pretend' presences from the 
live subjects. This touching detail84 that captures the eye and breaks the studium is 
the punctum that “fills the whole picture” (Barthes, 2000: 45). By the reading the 
punctum, instead of concealing the death, the post-mortem photograph acts like 
death certificate that pronounce the absence of the beloved and express the extreme 
longing of the mourners.  
 
4.3.1.2 Confirming presence 
The issue of photographing the dead body of a departed one becomes more 
complicated when it follows birth. Traditional post-mortem mourning portraits have 
mostly vanished, however, in the 1980s a similar visual custom appeared in the 
domain of medical services in the U.S.A as a part of mourning treatment process of 
                                                
84 For example, a leg of the standing dead subject that is hanging off the ground (in Figure 4.21) can 
also act as the unintentional detail that prick the eye showing that the deceased is being held up by a 
stand, and this is a post-mortem photograph. 
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parents whose child was still born or died shortly after birth (Ruby, 1995: 185). The 
foundation  ‘Now I Lay Me Down To Sleep’ (NILMDTS)85 established in U.S.A 
attempts to support grieving parents by offering a stillborn photography service that 
is carried out by volunteer professional photographers. The author of the 1985 book 
A Most Important Picture: A Very Tender Manual for Taking Pictures of Stillborn 
Babies and Infants Who Die explains four basic reasons for taking pictures of the 
infants who died: “A picture helps the family to confirm the reality of their baby's 
life and death (…) shows them exactly how the baby looked so they do not have to 
rely on memory or fantasy (…) gives them one way to share their baby with other 
people. A picture may be the only tangible memory of their baby.” (as cited in Ruby, 
1995: 185). Echoing the iconography of post-mortem mourning portraits from the 
Victorian era, still born photography uses the -as if the baby is sleeping pose- mostly 
in a hospital set-up. Margaret Godel (2007: 257) claims that this photography give 
the stillborn child that could not live outside the mother's body to secure a place as a 
member of the family. These images  also assign an identity of parenthood to the 
mothers and fathers that lost their children before or soon after birth. 
 
Figure 4.24 Still born photography 
(Reprinted from Now I Lay Me Down To Sleep Foundation Archive)86 
 
                                                
85 http://www.nowilaymedowntosleep.org, retrieved 11.11.2011 
 
86 http://www.nowilaymedowntosleep.org/stories/, retrieved 11.11.2011 
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Previously, dead bodies of the stillbirths were regarded as “yet-to become a human 
entity” or either medical disposal or dead human tissue to be disposed on an 
unmarked grave (Hallam and et al., 1999:14). By proving and confirming their being 
and presence, for Godel (2007: 258), stillborn photography undertakes a social 
mission in assigning an identity to the babies and allows the society to perceive them 
as individuals. Hallam and et al., (1999: 14) comments that  “Identity for the 
stillborn body is established, and for some, institutionalized in social hospital 
generated practices such as cuddling, dressing, naming, photographing and funerary 
rituals. In this way a ‘daughter’ or ‘son’ is produced.”  
 
It is not a coincidence that the mission of assigning an identity is created through 
photography. It is already a medium that tends to assign and fix identities. Kaja 
Silverman (1996: 197) states, “when a real camera is trained upon us … we have our 
most acute awareness of being seen.  It is the inscription in the field of vision of the 
symbolic, of the necessity for every subject to be seen in order to 'be'.” In a similar 
way Sontag (1979) stated that people “seek to have their photographs taken because 
they believe that they are made real by photographs.” Thus, mourning parents can 
use photography as a confirmation of presence to remember that they were once 
parents to a baby even if it was for a brief time. Although “the photograph is a 
memento from a life being lived” (Berger, 1980: 56) as Barthes (2000: 85) remarks; 
“the photograph does not necessarily say what is no longer, but only and for certain 
what has been.” In this sense, photographs allow the grieving parents to remember 
that once they have shared a common presence with their now dead child although 
all that is left behind is the representation of the absent body. In this sense, the 
mourned one's state in a stillborn photograph, is used in ascertaining a presence. The 
fleeting memory of being a family with a new baby, is as Sontag writes, “made real” 
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in a captured moment. These emotionally loaded artifacts, which document 
overlapping thresholds of birth and death, assigns the baby an identity and a place 
within the family that involves a projection in the future tense. At the same time, 
they allow the grieving parents to mourn for and secure the memory of their children 
and their parenthood even though these images are evidence of a non-lived life.  
 
4.3.2 Not Life (Not Present): Spirit Photography 
           
Figure 4.25, 4.26 Spirit Photographs by photographer and medium William 
Hope (Reprinted from the collection of National Media Museum)87 
 
In contemporary modern societies, it is not usual to possess a photograph of the 
departed one’s soul taken after s/he is gone. It would be strange to ask for a picture 
of the spirit belonging to one's long dead relative from a commercial photographer. 
However, in the late 19th and early 20th century it was a popular custom and 
photography was once believed to able to capture supernatural beings. Therefore, it 
was seen as a way to sustain a communication between the two worlds (the visible; 
                                                
87 http://www.flickr.com/photos/nationalmediamuseum/2780192661/, retrieved 19.12.2012 
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material temporal world and the invisible; afterlife of spiritual world) and it was 
used in order to offer consolation to the mourner.  
 
Spirit photography was popular at the time of its invention due to its claim to make 
the unseen visible. Photographs are already “ghostly traces” (Sontag, 1979: 20), but 
in daguerreotypes and cabinet cards, spirits have been “captured”.88 Captured, 
visualized and materialized spirits resembled shadows without having a definite 
form - in the words of John Harvey (2007: 19) they are; “airy and ethereal, 
incomplete and partially present- gossamer reflections upon the air.” They create 
feelings of misgiving although they are claimed to belong to someone dear, familiar 
or close: the departed one. 
 
Freud, (1958) conceptualizes uncanny in relation to the epistemology of the German 
word Heimlich (homely). The word is interesting in the sense that it also contains the 
opposite meaning: the Unheimlich (unhomely). The word means the familiar, 
congenial and at the same time; secret and concealed. Uncanny actually does not 
only refer to the alien and foreign but something familiar and well established in the 
mind. According to Freud, the feeling of dread arises precisely because the unease 
comes from the trusted familiar or homely. Uncanny is related to words like novel, 
unfamiliar, hidden, and strange however, when the beloved that the mourner longs 
for is considered, the opposite of these words are come to mind such as; the familiar, 
congenial, or known. Yet, the spirit photography of the departed represented as the 
ghostly might also be regarded as uncanny. To Freud, duality arises when it is not 
possible to differentiate one person from another is also a source of ‘uncanniness’. 
                                                
88 It is interesting to see that the word “capture” also means; to take captive, to gain possession of and 
to catch. 
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For example, in Oscar Wilde’s novel, The Picture of Dorian Gray in which Dorian 
Gray stops aging and instead his portrait gets older and older each day. It is also true 
that the absence of one side of the double might create an uncanny mood. In 
photography, one expects to see a double ring, (a referent and its reflected image like 
in a mirror), thus the absence of the referent in spirit photographs is not comforting. 
The reflection of the referent continues to be present, in the absence of the referent. 
In fictional literature in the horror genre, those (usually vampires) lacking reflection 
on the mirror are used as a motif to create a heightened misgiving. Similarly gazing 
on a fixed reflection (photograph) of a dead one can sometimes be mysterious as one 
of the elements of the double ring misses. In this sense, it is possible that spirit 
photography by reflecting the deceased in “incomplete and partially present” way 
(Harvey, 2007: 9) assigns the dead a kind of supernatural but incomplete presence in 
his/her state of absence. According to Troy Taylor (2008) the uncanny effect 
disappears when it is discovered that the images of the spirits are fraudulent, created 
by various techniques of double exposure and manipulation carried out during the 
developing process. However, although labeled as fraud representations this did not 
stop photographers creating mourning images, in fact in 1911 spirit photography 
entered the mainstream and became a popular pastime.  
 
Figure 4.27 is an example of a photographic construction that portrays the deceased 
mother as an angel but does not include anything uncanny. This mourning image 
does not claim to capture anything supernatural but is an example of mourning 
imagery as it includes a lamentation poem on the back, entitled “Daddy” that 
addresses the husband of the dead woman. This short lamentation written in 
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response to the photograph and can be read as a kind of verbal imitation of the 
constructed set-up in the image. 
 
Daddy 
 
Why do your big tears fall, Daddy. 
Mother's not far away, 
I often seem to hear her voice 
Falling across my play, 
And it sometimes makes me cry, Daddy 
To think that it's none of it true, 
Till I fall asleep to dream, Daddy, 
Of home and Mother and you; 
For I've got you, and you've got me, 
So everything seems right, 
We're all the world to each other, Daddy 
For Mother, dear Mother, once told me so 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 4.27 Mourning Photography depicting the departed mother as a “spirit” 
or “angel”, produced in Bamforth, Holmfirth Studio.  
(Found photograph from www.ebay.com) 
 
 
Spirit photographs claiming to capture a ghostly presence or representations of 
departed one as a spirit both could be defined as including one, whose presence is 
hypothetical. The mourned one being in such photographs without corporeality, then 
could be defined as “supposedly present”.  
 
 
4.4 Photographs of the Dead 
 
In mortuary photographs before the burial, the camera can capture the very last 
glimpse of the dead person. When one takes a picture of a deceased, the deceased 
metaphorically dies a second time. For Barthes (2000: 92) “with the Photograph, we 
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enter into flat death”. In “flat death"”, with the shutter of the camera, life freezes in a 
way comparable to death and the body starts to exist as a two-dimensional 
object/image. In capturing a deceased, camera objectifies an already objectified (by 
death) subject. In such mortuary post-mortem photographs, there is a double 
objectification that makes certain the absence of the subject. In this context, as 
shown in Figure 4.9, such photographs of the dead as a part of the funeral rituals, 
belong to position 8 which is a combination of the units “death + not life”. This 
section discusses, post-mortem mortuary photographs that depict the dead in open 
caskets or funeral images that display the deceased body or capture them in closed 
caskets, and photographs produced in spaces that are connected with death (typically 
at cemeteries).  
  
4.4.1 Dead and Not Life (Present Absence): Mortuary Photography 
 
 
Figure 4.28 A young father in an open casket photographic composition, 1920.    
Figure 4.29 Boy with mourning parents, 1870 (Courtesy of Thanatos Archive) 
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Post-mortem photographs are not always about concealing death as discussed in the 
previous section 4.3.1. There are many post-mortem images that depict the deceased 
lying in a coffin, surrounded by family members and mourning flowers, produced as 
a part of the funerary customs which are called “mortuary portraits” (Zemanek, 
2010: 84). In many western cultures, it is a ritual to see the dead departed, thus, 
rather than hiding the death of the loved one, these mortuary photographs document 
the farewell, which is anticipated to bring a closure. (as in Figure 4.28 and 4.29). 
 
 
As seen in in Figure 4.30 the unique photograph taken in Turkey showing Anatolian 
Greeks surrounding the deceased whose hands are gathered in his chest holding a 
book, probably the bible. A black ribbon is placed on him along with flowers that 
symbolize death and mourning. The grieving wife, dressed in black, is the only 
person who is slightly touching the deceased reflects her love and affection. Unlike 
this photograph (Figure 4.30) the majority of funeral photographs produced in 
Turkey does not display the dead body. However, before the burial, gathering around 
the coffin containing deceased and taking a last picture “together”, is not a rare 
practice and seems to be a way to show respect and sorrow (Figure 4.31, 4.32). Such 
photographs indeed do include the deceased in the frame but only when the dead is 
out of sight; either covered by earth in the grave or hidden inside the casket. Yet, this 
does not necessarily make the dead absent, neither for those attending the funeral 
and present in the photograph, nor those looking at the photograph. Although the 
dead person cannot be seen, we are fully aware of their presence. This final spatial 
proximity makes the dead present even though the departed is not in view.  
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Figure 4.30 A rare post-mortem mortuary portrait belonging to Anatolian 
Greeks (Kind courtesy of Bahattin Öztuncay) 
 
In this photograph (Figure 4.31) from a funeral dating back to 1931, the pain of 
losing a friend is reflected photographically via many iconographical elements 
similar to post-mortem photography tradition. The image is inscribed with the date 
and name of the deceased: Rıza who is the only one who is not visible in this image 
but at the same time the only person whose name is known by the viewer. Even 
though he is hidden inside the casket (dead and absent), he is the center of attention 
(present). The composition is arranged in such a way that the casket is in the center 
and is surrounded by friends and funerary flowers. Although everyone is aware of 
the photo being taken, some of the subjects in the front row avoid looking at the 
camera by looking down. Instead of wearing their hats, these civilians all hold them 
in their hands, the man that holds a handkerchief seems thoughtful and sad about the 
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loss.89 Rıza’s absence is accepted and mourning for his absence is photographically 
expressed by these small details. 
 
 
Figure 4.31 From the funeral of Mr. Rıza, dated 1931  
(Author’s private collection)  
 
Figure 4.32 is an example of photograph in a photograph setup, produced without 
any photographic retouch technique (see Figure 1.1 for a modified example). In the 
19th century, mourning photography tradition in Europe involved surrounding 
photographs with garlands woven with dried flowers and human hair. Batchen 
(2004: 91) says that in this tradition “a visual trace of the body of the deceased is 
encircled, embraced, and accentuated by parts of the same body (…) we view photo-
objects that attempts to transcend the hard fact of death with the sweet promise of 
resurrection.” In this sense, in Figure 4.32 the flowers on the casket and photograph 
of the deceased, surrounded by flowers and the funeral wreathes that the soldiers are 
holding seems to hint at a similar desire of resurrection that Batchen describes.  
                                                
89 Of course, all these elements do not function like props in a studio décor of a Victorian post-mortem 
photograph. The presence of the handkerchief may not be in the picture intentionally like an 
iconographic element in the arranged composition of a studio photograph. 
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Figure 4.32 Memorial photography from a funeral (Author’s private collection)  
 
Cemeteries are special places of absence, where the remains of the departed are 
marked. They are the institutionalized places for memorializing the dead and their 
absence. Yet, cemeteries are also places where their being absent is made present. 
This could be read as a way to resist forgetting. Meyer and Woodthorpe (2008) 
comparing cemeteries and museums, note that, in a cemetery;  
we can ‘feel’, ‘see’, and ‘hear’ absence. In cemeteries, we are confronted 
with absence in the loss of people (…) Both sites [museum and cemetery], 
hence, do something to and something with the absent – transforming, 
freezing, materialising, evoking, delineating, enacting, performing, and 
remembering the absent. 
 
The authors continue to argue that the absences in cemeteries are not simply absent; 
actually they have some kind of presence. They further explain this complicated 
situation as follows: “From a theoretical perspective, this was particularly interesting 
in seeing how dead people were both absent (in that they were no longer actively 
interacting in an embodied sense with other people) and present (in the use of objects 
on graves, which many people visit to 'be' with them).” In this sense, one can see that 
some people keep remembering the deceased by visiting their remains. Physically 
staying near to the remains of the departed, with a motivation “to be with them” 
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(regarding them present at their graves) as Meyer and Woodthorpe (2008) observes, 
and take photographs during their visits, involves a tension concerning the accepted 
absence of the deceased.  
   
Figure 4.33 Beside the graveyard, 14.07.1927.   
Figure 4.34 Beside the graveyard, late 1940s 
(Author’s private collection) 
 
In terms of the proximity between the mourner and the remains of the deceased, Tim 
Sorenson (2010: 127) considers that the bereaved, “may achieve a sensory feeling of 
nearness and presence at the cemetery.” There are many photographs that record 
such visits to the grave of the dead many years after the funeral (Figure 4.33-4.36). It 
is as if these subjects (mourners) wanted to be remembered while still being in 
connection with the deceased. For Sorensen cemeteries are complex spaces where 
absence and presences are incorporated. He (2010: 127) writes: 
 Cemeteries and commemorative practices are not merely about creating 
 memorial and retrospective memory, but may also be a way of generating 
 nearness for the bereaved, and therefore about moving closer to the dead in 
 aesthetically experiential ways.  
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Figure 4.35 Beside the Graveyard, Çanakkale, 1936.   
Figure 4.36 Armenian graveyard and the mourners  
(Author’s private collection)  
Different from photographs that are captured during the funerary ceremonies, as a 
way to farewell the deceased, these photographs are a more personal way to tell 
her/him that is not forgotten. As Sorenson states (2010: 128): “The deceased become 
embedded in the mental and material anticipation of the visit to the graves through 
the practices that the voids on the grave plot inspire.” In this sense, these can be 
regarded as artifacts that are used to create biographies of the bereaved. In keeping 
with the observations of Meyer and Woodthorpe (2008) taking photographs during 
the funerals, capturing the deceased in open or closed caskets, and documenting 
cemetery visits is a kind of “practice of making the absent present” in the spaces of 
absence. In spaces of disposal what is present is the accepted absence of the 
departed, but at the same time, the departed is made present by the memory work and 
the proximity the cemetery provides.  
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4.5 Photographs of the Objects: Symbolic Representations  
 
From Table 4.1, one can argue that, if both body and soul of the mourned one are 
absent in front of the camera, then there is either no person in the frame or there is an 
item (like an empty chair, crib) in the setting. The matter in front of the camera can 
either be an ordinary object or can have a symbolic meaning indicating death. This 
section belongs to the position 2 (S2 Absent) (as in Figure 4.10) and reviews 
photographs that have a symbolic meaning for the mourner. It investigates mourning 
and memorial images that do not include any corporeality of the deceased/mourned 
in the frame (Absent Body and Absent Soul), yet includes an element, representation 
or a construction that comment on mourned ones’ absence in a symbolic way. 
Absence can be implied in many different ways without including the body of the 
deceased. Here, the empty space in the photographs are read as an indicator of 
absence that connotates dead. So, the argument here is that, in some cases the 
symbolic empty space or the photographic body might replace the post-mortem body 
of the deceased and function as a mourning image. 
 
4.5.1 Death (Absent): Death as Absence  
The photograph of an ordinary chair may not carry a specific meaning in the context 
of memorial and mourning photography (Figure 4.2). However, the favorite object 
that belongs to the deceased comes with an attached meaning that reminds the 
owner. In the case of a chair, as shown in Figure 4.6, the eye of the mourner that 
used to see the chair occupied, catches the empty space that indicates the 
absence/death of its owner. The mourning flowers and the attached note are the 
iconographical evidence that this is a mourning photograph.  
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Figure 4.37 A mourning photograph from 1902, West Virginia  
(Courtesy of Thanatos Archive) 
 
The mourning photograph in Figure 4.37 depicts a woman in mourning clothes 
holding a photograph of the deceased, an empty rocking chair, and a potted plant. 
The deceased is physically absent in front of the camera, yet s/he is present by 
his/her representation that is held by the mourning relative. The chair is leant against 
the relative in such a way that it is prevented to swing. The rocking chair, in which 
the occupant used to sit, has stopped rocking. It is as if the mourner will not let the 
chair rock anymore without its original occupant. For the deceased, the time does not 
tick, her/his chair does not rock and her/his heart does not beat anymore. Everything 
has stopped as death is around. These constructed images are also mourning 
photographs that are created to memorialize the deceased, yet these examples do it 
by signifying not presence but exactly the opposite: absence. What fills such absence 
is the memory. 
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Figure 4.38 A photograph within a photograph from the Ottoman Era, 1879. 
(Reprinted from Öztuncay, 2003.) 
 
 
One of the early examples of this type of absence (Figure 4.38) comes from the 
Ottoman Empire and dates back to 1878.  The portrait of the deceased, Mehmed Ali 
Pasha, is photographed in a studio together with his sons-in-law; Hasan Enver, 
Ismail Fazıl, Hüseyin Hüsnü (Öztuncay 2003, 69). In this photograph, the 
unoccupied chair leads the viewer to consider the empty space and the missing 
person. Carolyn Steedman argues that, “an absence is not nothing, but it is rather the 
space left by what has gone: how the emptiness indicates how once it was filled and 
animated.” (cited in Ahıska 2006: 22). In such examples of a photograph within a 
photograph composition (Figure 4.1, 4.38, 4.39, 4.40), it seems like the mourner is 
uncomfortable about leaving the place of the deceased empty. The photographic 
body of Pasha's that is ironically placed on a chair serves as a way to preserve the 
mental image of the deceased. At the same time it signals that someone else cannot 
fulfill his absence, but only via his memory, that is tried to be secured by this 
photograph, is allowed. Since photography represents memory, this photograph 
within a photograph composition, could be interpreted as a way of showing respect 
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to the deceased via saying that his absence will be filled with his memory and he 
would not be forgotten.  
 
In Figure 4.39 from Gaziantep, the family photograph is taken and includes the 
respected but (probably) deceased family elder. The roses, the bottle and the glass 
are placed in front of the portrait seems to be symbols of what they to serve the man 
if he were visiting them. His physical manifestation is lacking but in order to counter 
his non-appearance and non-existence; that is to say, his probable death, he is made 
symbolically present by his portrait.  
 
Figure 4.39 Photograph in a photograph composition from Gaziantep  
(Author’s private collection)  
 
For Roland Barthes (2000), what is particular in photography is the certainty of the 
referent’s presence in front of the lens. However, when there is a double layer of 
photographs; image within an image, it loses this certainty. The photograph in the 
image makes one question the absence of its referent. Why is there a copy / trace of 
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the subject occupying the common space rather than the original subject in the 
frame? The answer is probably that the person has died.  
 
In Figure 4.40, both the newborn and the representation of the deceased are put into 
the center. Both life and death are embraced by the loved ones. The celebration of 
the newborn occurs via remembering his probable ancestor, the missing subject. The 
deceased may not be there at the raki table, but his figurative symbolic body; his 
representation is present as if an insurance against separation. Even though the baby 
and the deceased have not shared a real space, this photograph brings them together. 
Photographs can make a person realize that time is passing and death awaits them, 
but such photographs turn the image of the deceased into a relic of remembrance 
which includes the desire for an everlasting life and commenting on life and death at 
the same time.  
 
 
Figure 4.40 Celebrating the newborn “together” with the deceased  
(Author’s private collection)  
 
 
Edhem Eldem (2005: 260) considered that, such ‘photograph within a photograph’ 
representations might be regarded as an Ottoman way of taking post-mortem 
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photographs. Even though these photograph do not depict the dead body of the loved 
one as in Victorian post-mortem or modern stillborn photographs, the presence of a 
representation of the deceased is enough to indicate his/her death and metaphorically 
replace his physical presence. Such images suggest the death of someone loved but 
at the same time ensures that the lost one is not forgotten.  
 
 
4.6 Conclusion: On Materialization of Memory 
 
 
Figure 4.41 The invisible father.90  
Using Greimasian semiotic square as its structuring logic, thorough out this chapter, 
the complex intersections, negations and tensions between what is considered absent 
and present has been revisited engaging with the photographic material and its 
                                                
90Reprinted from In_migration: Photoblog of Persons in Movement 
http://manuac.wordpress.com/2012/11/22/ invisible-dad-2/, retrieved 12.11.2012. 
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relation with time. By doing so, the paradoxical nature of absence (the absent one’s) 
in the genre of mourning photography is displayed. In conclusion, it can be argued 
that, death, which is generally regarded as synonymous with absence, can be viewed 
differently in mourning photographs. We tend to equate the “alive” with presence (as 
in Position 1 in Figure 4.9), and the dead with absence. Based on the traditional 
binary opposition, we have an inclination to position death / absence, in contrary to 
life / presence. Since mourning photographs are by default about absence, however, 
in this case, absence does not simply refer to death. The representation of the 
deceased as absent (death) in mourning photography cannot be regarded as a stable 
and fixed single term. In Figure 4.10, the absent one has a presence and cannot 
simply be considered as the contrary of life in Position 1. Meyer (2012:104) 
describes absence as “something we engage with something we do something to.” 
Therefore absence is not nullity. Similarly Hetherington (cited in Meyer 2012:104) 
by describing absence as “presence of what is not” actually assigns it a kind of 
presence, just like the deceased in mourning photographs, which is assumed to be 
absent but indeed has a kind of presence. Concerning Figure 4.10, one can say that 
the departed (absent one) achieves an ambiguous materiality through the mourning 
photograph. However, more importantly one can argue that absence in mourning 
photographs is represented not by simply as death (as a term opposing presence / 
life) but by the loss of memory. In mourning photographs death does not signify 
absence and furthermore absence gains a kind of presence; as exemplified in 
different sections of this chapter, the dead has different kinds of materiality, various 
presences (including; partial presence, past presence, as if presences, confirmed 
presences and uni / bi-presence) and there are also various kinds of absences 
(accepted absence, imminent absence, partial absence). In mourning photographs 
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there are different forms of the deceased in which “life” in them has been partially or 
entirely erased, yet the deceased still has an enduring presence. The dead have 
always made present by the process of memory, assigned by photographic 
mnemonic ability. So, it is possible to argue that what makes the dead absent is the 
lack of memory. The erasure of memory, the death of the mourner (who can decode 
the embedded meaning in the photo) and the presence of oblivion, is what actually 
signifies absence and death (as seen in position 6 in Figure 4.9) in mourning 
photographs. Batchen also attributes mourning photography with a future fear 
instead to regarding them as locus of the past, he writes: “these photographs remind 
us that memorialization has little to do with recalling the past, it is always about 
looking ahead toward that terrible, imagined, vacant future in which ourselves will 
have been forgotten” (2004: 98). In the sphere of mourning, it seems that being 
forgotten is more dreadful than blatant death.  
 
In Figure 4.41, the absence of the father in the frame and the empty coat, lead the 
viewer to conclude that the father is missing or dead. There is a double absence 
(absent soul, absent body) yet still one cannot claim that this mourning photograph is 
synonymous with absence as a term. The presence of the hanging coat (the symbolic 
object) creates an imagined presence of the deceased and thus fills the frame with the 
presence of the father. Even this symbolic imaginal presence created in his absence, 
might be more powerful in filling the frame, than his being physically present in 
front of the camera. As Geoffrey Batchen (2004:98) poetically writes: “As historical 
artifacts residing in the present, these photographs have therefore come to represent 
not their subjects, but rather the specter of an impossible desire: the desire to 
remember, and to be remembered”. In this sense, this photographic composition- 
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without even including the deceased father figure- rather than basically signifying 
absence, by creating a memorial trace, indeed resists the father’s absence. This 
photographic memory object assigns a presence to the departed one and allows the 
mourner to continue a social relation with the deceased. But when all the remains of 
the deceased (the body, the soul, the photographic trace, the memory) are lost and 
destroyed and the mourner who is attached to these remains became detached, then 
one can talk about absence of the dead one. Therefore, in Figure 4.10 we see that 
absence is not equated with death (as accepted to be in position 2) but rather it is 
situated in Position 6 as a neutral segment.  
 
The use of the Greimasian semiotic square allows one see that mourning 
photography gives a kind of materiality to the deceased and therefore, creates a 
presence for the absent one, which the mourner uses in order to continue his/her 
relationship with the deceased. Absence is aligned not with death, but with the loss 
of memory. Parallel to this argument, recent academic debates on absence, warns not 
to basically equate materiality only with physicality and tangibility (Meskell, 2010: 
207). However, at the same time it is also argued that neither absence be connected 
purely with immateriality (Buchli, 2010). One should also be careful about the 
presence the photographic objects create since all the efforts of the mourner to hold 
on to the memory of the deceased, these mourning photographs fail to make the dead 
present again.91 Considering mortuary photographs Michael Worton (2006: 126) 
argues the impossibility of representation:  
                                                
91 However, although it is obvious that it is impossible to resurrect what is gone, sometimes a 
photograph can provoke the Proustian involuntary memory, which can surprise the mourner in an 
unexpected way by flashing associations across time and space, but only if remembering is not done 
by intelligence and reason. Maybe, that sudden proximity involuntary memory creates, makes one 
establish a sincere relationship with the representation of the deceased. Some unique moments in 
contemplating the photograph of the deceased might ease the melancholia of the mourner. Barthes 
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 The reality portrayed in these photographs is so personal that it exceeds 
representation. The trauma of loss and the struggle to mourn cannot be 
represented in two-dimensional image. These images therefore, raise issues 
around the inadequacy of representation; they also raise perhaps even more 
important questions about the inappropriateness of representation. 
 
Worton's observation is especially true especially in the context that these images are 
only representations. The presence of the deceased assumed to be inherent in a 
mourning photograph, cannot be regarded as a sensuous and subjective immediacy. 
It is not possible to touch, smell and listen to the deceased via its representation. The 
mourning one, through different practices, acknowledges this gap and its 
impossibility, yet acts as if it is possible. According to Edwards (2006:121), the 
meditation of Marcel on the photograph of his grandmother can be read as Proust's 
efforts “to collapse the distance between the photographic image and its model, as if 
the picture could restore the presence of an absent person.” Yet, the narrator also 
acknowledges that the photograph fails to bridge that distance and says: “the great 
fact we must try to remember is not that photographs … seem to make us believe 
that she is still here, the great fact we must try to remember is the contrary: she no 
longer exists” (as cited in Edwards, 2006: 121). A similar explanation comes from 
Rose who suggests that “photos are felt to fill homes with the presence of those they 
picture” but their viewing suggests the “complications of closeness.” (as cited in 
Parrott, 2010: 141).  
                                                                                                                                     
writes about his contemplations on photographs of his mother in Camera Lucida and describes a 
reunion created through photography. After the death of his mother, with intense feelings of 
mourning, Barthes searched for a photograph that reflected the totality of her and at the end finds the 
famous “winter garden photograph” that somehow provided him a special kind of a healing. Barthes 
explained that sometimes some unique photographs91 provide a tangible link between the departed one 
and includes the essence of the deceased, like winter garden photograph of his mother. For him, such 
images extend beyond reflecting death or basically reminding one, of the deceased but assure the 
bereaved that s/he was once loved. This could be a flash of involuntary memory caused by a unique 
photograph that retains an air, an aura in which mourning transforms into a kind of reunion. It is 
important to note that such an experience is so personal that it cannot create the described effect out of 
its context. That is why, Barthes does not publish the winter garden photograph as it would be of no 
interest to the ordinary eye except in satisfying the viewer's studium. 
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CHAPTER 5 
 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
 
Recalling dead bodies, Craig Owens observes how the rigidity and stillness of the 
subjects begin, even before their image is captured. Owens (as cited in Silverman, 
1996: 202) writes; “What do I do when I pose for a photograph? I freeze... as if 
anticipating the still I am about to become; mimicking its opacity, its stillness; 
inscribing across the surface of my body, photography’s ‘mortification’ of the flesh”. 
When I recall my own experiences in front of a camera I remember similar scenes, 
where everyone stops and stares at the photographer. The world around, outside the 
photographic frame, continues to move in contrast to the frozen subjects that seem 
mesmerized by the idea of being looked at through a lens. The more the 
photographer postpones the release of the shutter, the more subjects are able to 
acknowledge their act of “posing.”92 There is an attempt to control slight movements, 
                                                
92 Fulya Ertem (2006), in her Ph.D. dissertation entitled Undoing Recognition: A Critical Approach to 
Pose in Photography, discusses the act of posing through portrait photographs. She argues that 
portrait is a paradoxical means of representation, which raises the question of the relationship between 
the subject and its image. She further elaborates on portrait photographs and claims that although 
photography, which was once believed to be scientific and objective, has a power to confer an identity 
upon the referent; but some subjects that are captured posing fail to assume an identity. Thus, she 
regards some portrait photographs as representations that fail to reflect a successful self-appropriation. 
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such as blinking eyes, trembling smiles freeze on the faces, and sometimes breath is 
held. Then comes the sudden violent cut to the flow of time… And the subjects are 
captured in their rigor mortis93 pose. An immediate relief follows the click of the 
shutter and the stress caused by being at the edge of a metaphoric death suddenly 
disappears. Life is embraced more eagerly than before with an urge to forget the 
haunting feeling of memento mori: remember your mortality. Manifested as a 
photograph is the shadow of an event as a trace of a once-living moment. The 
photograph reveals a now dead instant, a reification of the abstract intangible living 
like the tick of a clock. Such a photograph may fail to carry its mission of reminding 
its beholder of death, only if the subject that sat for a shooting is already dead when 
the photograph is taken. In such a case, the camera, by capturing and freezing the 
moment, documents a person whose life clock is not ticking anymore. Unlike 
ordinary snapshots, traditional post-mortem image refers to that which is not alive. 
Thus, the click of the camera does not metaphorically kill the posing subject, yet s/he 
is already dead. S/he did not experience the mortifying act of posing; therefore the 
camera has never been a threat to his/her subjectivity, as in front of the camera there 
is only his/her dead body; silent and motionless. By taking a photograph, the camera 
fails to turn the referent into an object,94 as s/he lost his/her subjectivity in death, one 
stage earlier. 
                                                                                                                                     
So for Ertem, the poseur’s subjectivity is hard to fix, categorize, and frame via photography. In this 
sense, even if there is an uncomfortable gap between the portrait photograph and its referent in 
reflecting the subjectivity of the living person, I wonder how can we make sense of an already 
complicated entity (the deceased) and their photograph? This was one of the question that triggered 
me to work on with this photographic material. 
 
93 Stiffness of death. 
 
94 Here, I am referring to Roland Barthes' (2000:14) experience in sitting for a shooting in which he 
describes the process of posing as his transformation to becoming an object. He writes: “The 
photograph represents that very subtle moment when (…) I am neither subject nor object but a subject 
who feels he is becoming an object: I then experience a micro-version of death: I am truly becoming a 
specter.” 
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Dead bodies, when photographed, become visual depictions that challenge the very 
nature of photography and make it contradict itself. Photography’s intimate relation 
with death and its power to objectify the subject allows it to make the living corpse-
like. On the other hand, in the case of post-mortem mourning portraits, what 
photographers undertake is the mission to make the corpse look alive. This curious 
contrast in photography among the images of the living and dead was the very 
starting point of this research. Victorian post-mortem photography and the post-
mortem lives of the dead via their representations made possible by the mourner are 
the practices that inspired this dissertation. In amazement of these touching pursuits 
of the mourner, this project was born to analyze the poignancy in the visual 
expressions of mourning.  
 
                      
Figure 5.1 Framed memorial with a poem for a mother/wife and the post-
mortem tintype of the daughter, 1880s (Courtesy of the Thanatos Archive) 
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The framed photograph of the mourner (in her mourning dress) with the additions; 
the inscription and the post-mortem photograph of her daughter in Figure 5.1, is an 
object full of secrets and mystery. These photographs have lost their owner and death 
has changed the way they are perceived by gaining an additional value for those left 
behind. This change in the comprehension of the image by the mourners and the 
change in the being and non-being of the mourned one in the photographic 
representation is the concern of this dissertation. The purpose was to investigate and 
conceptualize the role of photography in mourning practices in the context of the 
family by questioning how the deceased loved ones are remembered and longed for 
through the images. By undertaking an archival study and a detailed analysis of these 
images of the mourned one and their varying states of absence/presence, this 
research aimed to reveal the various constructions that might be inherent in mourning 
photographs regarding death and loss. This dissertation used mourning photographs 
to meditate on time in photography and showed that mourning photography has a 
significantly more complicated structure than has been previously assumed in critical 
literature in terms of the absence/presence of the mourned one. Mourning 
photography, by involving an already absent referent, is a peculiar genre in which 
actually absence behaves as the “presence of what is not” and through the 
representation a kind of materiality and presence is assigned to the absent one. In 
other words, in mourning photographs death does not necessarily denotes absence. In 
this context the arguments of this dissertation and the contribution of this research 
can be restated by returning to the roots of the term; “post-mortem photography.”  
 
The vast amount of unique material discovered during the research, which is 
approached from the perspective of the critical literature on photography, 
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contemporary mourning theory, and material culture, has made me reconsider the 
very nature of post-mortem mourning photography as a genre. The research revealed 
that mourning photography is a more complicated construction, thus, indeed, the 
term post-mortem photography might cover more than it suggests. Its deeper 
meaning can be traced focusing on the word “post-mortem”. Relating to time and 
order, the Latin prefix “post” comes before nouns, adjective and verbs to mean after, 
afterwards, later and behind. It is often used in opposition to formations in ante- or 
pre- (The Oxford English Dictionary, 2002). Amelia Jones describes the prefix post 
as “a kind of termination – a temporal designation of whatever it prefaces has ended, 
is done with, obsolete”, or as defined by Hawkesworth; “gone, departed, dead” (as 
cited in Genz, 2009:19). The Barnhart Concise Dictionary of Etymology (Barnhart, 
1995: 583) traces the roots of the Latin word post-mortem back to 1835-1836 and 
describes “post” as after; “mortem” as accusative of mors meaning death. So 
basically, post-mortem photography refers to the images taken after the death. In this 
sense, the word post-mortem, not only has deadly connotations because of the word 
mortem, but also because of the prefix post, as it proclaims a passing; death that has 
already taken place.   
 
The common meaning of the prefix post is subsequent and that fits with the 
traditional Victorian post-mortem mourning portraits. However, by engaging in 
different modes of the mourned one through a detailed discussion of its absence and 
presence in various mourning photographs, this dissertation suggests a broader 
reading of the word post-mortem. Defining post solely as ‘after’ narrows down the 
potential meanings of the term post-mortem and also excludes discussions about 
other possible meanings constructed in different expressions in mourning 
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photography. This limitation overlooks many narratives of grief constructed by the 
mourner in their pursuit of continuing a relation with the deceased through 
photography. In this sense, one might suggest that the prefix post in post-mortem 
photography not only refers to the meaning of after death, but could also be read as 
denoting ‘being against’. This second implication of the prefix post is explained by 
Ann Braithwaite (2004: 24) in the context of feminism and post-feminism as follows: 
 In its most widespread popular definition, post feminism refers both 
 chronologically and semantically to that which comes ‘after’ feminism as a 
 current, largely negative, sometimes even hostile reaction against an earlier 
 feminism. The meaning of the prefix ‘post’ thus becomes equivalent to ‘anti’.  
 
Post-mortem photography is usually understood as a way to describe the ‘end’, the 
acceptance of the death of a loved one, which is used to bring a closure to the 
mourner in accordance with a traditional Freudian understanding of mourning. 
However, the expanded understanding of post-mortem photography provides an 
arena to counter this ‘end’ by using photography as a tool for memory. In some of 
the photographs presented and discussed in this dissertation, a resistance to the 
acceptance of the death of the mourned one can be seen. Some mourning images 
reject that the loved one has died and refuse to let go of the deceased. Instead, these 
mourning images challenge death by resisting the conventional wisdom of forgetting 
and moving on after a person has died. The idea that mourning photography might be 
regarded as an counteract against death have also expressed by Batchen (2004:96) as 
such:  
 Photography is usually about making things visible, but these elaborated 
 photographs are equally dedicated to the evocation of the invisible -
 death, and attempt, against common sense, to use one to deny the finality of 
 the other. Their ultimate goal is nothing less than immortality. For the aim of 
 theses practices is to enhance the memory capacities of photography and 
 thereby to counteract the fact of death (or its surrogate, absence) 
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In the absence of the mourned one, mourning photography connects the mourner 
with the dead person by assigning a presence to the deceased, which Hallam, Hockey 
and Howard (1999:16) refer to as a “post-mortal social identity”. As discussed in the 
previous chapters, through photography, the dead person gains a metaphoric body 
and presence; and with the effort of the mourner, remains socially alive even after 
the bodily demise. Here again the prefix might have a critical function. It is assumed 
that after death, the dead not only, cannot be but also cannot be social. Yet, these 
scholars criticize the traditional social theories of the body, which disavow the 
presence of the deceased (1999:18). The broader understanding of post-mortem 
mourning photography, conceptualized in this dissertation, can be seen in the visual 
examples of how the post-mortal social presence still continues in the absence of the 
dead. In this sense, by hosting images that oppose death and forgetting, this 
dissertation has extended the limits of the traditional genre post-mortem photography 
and broadened it conceptually. 
 
Moreover, the nature of photography in relation to time and space should be taken 
into consideration. The discussion could have ended if photographs supposedly had a 
stable meaning but instead, because of the temporal tensions, mourning images are 
polysemic and could gain different multiple meanings through time. More than 
simply designating something, which comes after or something that is against, the 
prefix post in ‘post-mortem’, might also denote a relationship to the deceased former 
being. So, the prefix not only marks a break from its previous state (alive-dead/ 
present-absent) but also presupposes a link with its former state. This kind of 
understanding could be meaningful when images of the alive used as mourning 
images are taken into account. Some of the mourning photographs discussed in this 
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dissertation are not simply produced following the death of the loved one. Still they 
are about death and full of mourning, longing and sorrow. Therefore, it would be 
wrong to exclude mourning images that do not include a post-mortem body. The 
meaning in a mourning image could be constructed in a more complicated way but it 
is always dependent on the concept of time and space. Thus, this dissertation could 
also be regarded as an effort to consider time and death in photography by 
questioning the changing status of the particular character of the mourned one. The 
various tensions that mourning photography created regarding temporal and spatial 
issues have been discussed via the conceptualization the absence/presence of the 
deceased in a photograph. In brief, it can be said that the very first meaning of the 
prefix post referring to ‘after’, actually defines the focus of this dissertation in 
general as it deals with the images of the dead. However, this dissertation not only 
covers the images produced right after the death and picturing the dead body as in 
the traditional post-mortem photographs. What the material covers is particularly a 
matter of time and thus, includes pictorial narrations revolving around the passing of 
time and the pain it causes. These photographs suggests a position that resists and 
oppose death. By assigning an extended and deeper meaning to the term ‘post-
mortem photography’, this dissertation might be described as providing an extended 
discussion on how the mourner maintains the post-mortal social presence of the 
deceased through various kinds of mourning photography, which is conceptualized 
by tracing the absence/presence of the mourned one.  In other words, this dissertation 
argues that death, which most of the time is regarded synonymous with absence, is 
perceived differently in mourning photographs. Thus, this dissertation did not align 
death with absence although most of the time death tends to be perceived as 
synonymous with absence. The deceased is made present with the memory work. 
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Therefore, absence comes with the loss of the memory. What kills the deceased 
(makes the dead absent) is the absence of the mourner and of his/her efforts on 
holding on to the memory of the deceased.   
 
The extended understanding of post-mortem photography suggested by this 
dissertation could open up new perspectives on approaching this type of 
photography. Reading mourning photography by combining it with contemporary 
mourning theories seems to open up new discussions and creates new research 
questions for future studies. The photographic material collected from the archival 
research was very rich and some sub-themes had to be excluded in order to retain the 
focus on the research question. There is much research still to be undertaken on two 
unique forms a) manipulated digital photographs and b) texted and dedicated 
photographs.  
 
Through the introduction of “new digital electronic technologies for the registration, 
manipulation and storage of images,” Kevin Robins (1995: 29) argues that a new era 
of “post-photography” began in the 1990s. William Mitchell (2005) sees the 
involvement of computers in image making with the emergence of digital technology 
in the 1990s as a historical moment that is as important as the birth of the photograph 
in 1839. As Martin Lister (1995: 1) remarks, at that time “the death of photography” 
and the “loss of the real” was reported, and a variety of warnings emerged saying 
that, “you can no longer trust your eyes.”95 In this way, a new visual discourse begins 
                                                
95 The developments that the technology has undergone radically changed how photographic images 
are produced, developed, transferred, used and perceived. The chemical darkroom has become the 
electronic darkroom of the computer. The hardcopy has almost disappeared. Manipulating 
photographic images became more invisible and sophisticated. Photographic images enter the flow of 
the global information system as they are transmitted by the digital network that diminishes time and 
space limitations (Lister, 1997: 251-257). 
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to emerge through the changing comprehension of the nature of the photographic 
image and its place in mourning. This dissertation, regarding the Victorian post-
mortem photography tradition as its starting point, dealt mostly with the early 
analogue photographic examples and did not discuss digital versions of mourning 
images produced in post-photography. However, the potential of such digital visual 
traditions must not be ignored. Post-mortem mourning portraits emanated from an 
impulse to take the last photograph along with the existence of the dead member of 
the family. It is a keepsake to be looked again and again to remember the existence 
and memory of the deceased.  In our contemporary age, a comparable practices can 
be observed. In the archival research, some digital photographs have been 
encountered that involved creating a family photograph together with the dead or 
departed relatives via digital manipulation, which is indeed conceptually not that 
different from the earlier examples dating back to 19th century. Through photo 
manipulation, a family photograph is produced uniting the separate photographs of 
the family members that are taken in different places and times. Although these 
manipulated digital images do not involve the dead body of a deceased person, as in 
a traditional post-mortem photograph, a related desire to hold on to the memory of 
the lost loved one in a particular way (a last photo together) can be observed. The 
dissection of the presence/absence of the mourned one becomes layered with the 
introduction of new technological manipulation methods. As these issues are beyond 
the scope of this dissertation, digital photographic examples and the new questions 
they create are for future study.  
 
This dissertation has often focused on the face of the dead or the symbolic 
reconstruction of the death of the loved one by often giving attention to the front side 
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of the photograph. However, this dissertation also recognizes the materiality of 
photographs and is aware of the reverse side as a space of expression. In the archival 
study, photographs with inscriptions related to death and mourning were encountered 
and acknowledged. The front of the image visualizes the face of the subject, whereas 
the texted and dedicated photographs visualize the owner’s fear of being forgotten 
and his/her resistance against forgetting and death. In this sense, the back of 
analogue photographs gives voice to the owner or mourner and provides a space for 
the articulation on what cannot be seen in the photograph. This dissertation considers 
the reverse of the photograph as an area of expression that involves various tensions 
of absence and presence. The texts on the reverse, as literary portraits, comment, 
acknowledge, deny or counter the front side. These discussions have been developed, 
the texted photographs have been conceptualized as literary portraits and related 
photographs have been collected but not included as the primary source material in 
this dissertation. 
 
There is an important issue that was not addressed in this study as it goes beyond the 
scope of the research design, is about the dead related photographs found in Turkey. 
One should acknowledge that images of the dead related to mourning photographs 
encountered throughout the archival research mostly relate to non-Muslim groups. A 
detailed and a broad research regarding mourning photographic practices among the 
non-Muslim groups living in Turkey could open up new discussions and produce 
interesting questions. In this sense, this research has thrown up many photographs 
that are in need of further investigation, especially in this particular subject. 
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Mourning through photography has many culturally specified forms notwithstanding 
that the mourner might have an intimately personal form of bereavement. 
Considering the available photographic material collected from the archives and 
antique markets, this dissertation, based on contemporary mourning theories, 
attempted to summon up different pictorial conventions and practices that stimulate 
a dialogue between the departed and the mourner, and discussed the different nature 
of presence/absences inherent in them. However, one should, as a last remark, 
comment on these questions: Can one really represent death or the dead? Can 
photographs really bridge the gap between the absent one with the present one? 
Mary Price (1994) describes photography “as a way of arresting time in order to 
contemplate it.” Among all kinds of visual portraits, mourning photography stands 
out in inviting the beholder to contemplate the image of the lost one. These 
photographs, which are focused on loss and mourning, might be seen as an outcome 
of a desperate wish to give a certain kind of material form to the deceased. After 
death, the departed can only exist as a mental image. They gain “an imaginal 
presence” in the mourner's mind's eye, which is hard to grasp, hold on to, sustain and 
secure (Becker and Knudson, 2003: 694). Photography might be said to materialize 
this “imaginal presence” of the deceased and give the departed a symbolic body. As 
Worton (2006: 127) argues:    
The decision to commission mortuary photographs is a defense against 
having to come to terms with the physicality of the dead and an attempt to 
prolong the reassurance of the image of serenity and to maintain the lost 
loved one as present in a continuing relationship with the mourner through 
the image.  
 
Regardless of the different variations of presence/absence, whether the deceased is 
physically present or not, or if she or he is seen as alive or dead in the frame; all 
these photographs of mourning try to create a connection with the deceased by that is 
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to say, a presence to the absent one. In this context, Kevin Hetherington (as cited in 
Meyer 2012:104) the description of absence seems relevant.  
The absent can have just as much of an effect upon relations as recognizable 
forms of presence can have. Social relations are performed not only around 
what is there but sometimes also around the presence of what is not… indeed, 
the category of absence can have a significant presence in social relations and 
in material culture. 
 
In parallel with this argument, it can be said that at the heart of mourning through 
photography is the desire to retain the sense of presence. It gives the departed a 
recognizable materiality and allows the mourner a medium to interact with. This 
changes the perception of absence/presence in photography. 
 
The inadequacy of representation and issues revolving around the loss of memory 
become more obvious when photographs are totally removed from their context, 
time and space. Photographs might gain various meanings and create diverse 
feelings in different practices. For example, in this research the presented 
photographs have been collected from various antique markets and museums they 
have no personal connection with the reader/viewer. Therefore, they are merely as 
distanced examples of the desire of the original owner, the bereaved, to hold on to 
the memory of the deceased and they are unlikely to move the current beholder to a 
feeling of personal mourning. However, for the owner, as Parrott (2010: 135) 
observes, photographs “do not simply stand in the memory in the sense of the 
photographic technique as imprint or metaphor. Rather, remembering involved 
embodies memories of domestic spaces and narratives that could not be read from 
the content of the picture.” Overall, the absence/presence inherent in different kind 
of mourning photographs changes according to the dialogue between the spectator 
and the image. While some mourning photographs reveal, others conceal, while one 
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emphasizes the presence, the others represent the opposite. Some, by only displaying 
a representation, show the absence of the referent. It can be said that, all mourning 
photographs, because of their missing referents, include this unsettling tension and 
oscillation between these two thresholds. However, the practice of trying to stay in 
contact with the deceased by creating feelings of proximity and immediacy is 
accomplished by this paradoxical technology that hosts unsettling relations between 
absence and presence. Through various kinds of mourning photography, the dead 
become embodied and in various ways the mourners keep their social identity alive. 
It seems that by photography, the deceased finds its own way to be a part of the 
everyday life of the mourner; they cannot be regarded as absent as long as they 
continue to be alive in the memory of the mourners. Otherwise, oblivion drags the 
dead to absence.  
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APPENDIX 
 
 
English Translation of the Interviews  
 
1.1 Tahir, Duman. 09.01.2009, “Şirin Color”, Ulus, Ankara. 
“But now if it is the press, they do not do much to the press. In situations like 
protocol. Well, if it is among the public, they do not like it, it is not appreciated. If it 
is news-sourced, that does not happen. At normal times, we you go to a family, 
everybody looks at you in a weird way; they think why our photographs are taken, 
etc. People do not like it.” 
 
1.2 Tahir, Duman. 09.01.2009, “Şirin Color”, Ulus, Ankara 
“He says that you know, there, you do not expect anything there (referring to people 
of whom he takes their photographs), how, it is not a good photograph yet a memory 
picture”. 
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1.3 Turgul, Ahmet. 09.01.2009 at “Büyük Fotoğrafçılık”, Maltepe, Ankara. 
“No wonder it is different experience. It goes without saying that you totally feel 
the sadness and grief there, even in the photographs you will take, there is 
sadness; in fact, sadness and grief must be reflected in the photographs. People 
are dreary, mournful and downcast; they even move slowly. You go there 
running, take photographs Snap! Snap! You again take their photographs; you 
take pictures of the cars.” 
 
1.4 Turgul, Ahmet. 09.01.2009 at “Büyük Fotoğrafçılık”, Maltepe, Ankara. 
“In the past, the funerals were held at mosques. I took photographs of many 
funerals. There were quite a lot people who had funeral photographs taken. This 
was the case in the past. There was demand coming from people. Now everybody 
has their own cameras, and they take photographs themselves. We would go and 
take photographs at great many funerals; we would make really good cash.”  
 
1.5 Tahir, Duman. 09.01.2009, “Şirin Color”, Ulus, Ankara. 
“Yes, in fact, the funeral was held at the graveyard; it was not a long distance. 
But it is not that, I did not take photographs while the coffin was being buried 
into the grave; only during the funeral ceremony.”   
 
1.6 Turgul, Ahmet. 09.01.2009 at “Büyük Fotoğrafçılık”, Maltepe, Ankara. 
“No, I never went until graveyard; it was coming out of here (referring to the 
Maltepe Mosque), we would take together with the cortege. Like the picture in 
the front. People like mothers, fathers, etc. following that.” 
 
